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GARMENT WORKERS LEAD FIGHT AGAINST SWEATSHOPS
his holiday season, a growing number of consumers will think twice
when they see a window display or billboard enticing them to buy the
latest fashion. The movements against sweatshops and corporate
globalization have reminded us of the women, men and children who
cut, assemble and sew our clothes, too often in sub-standard working conditions.
Sweatshop conditions in developing countries are best known to the general
public, but what do we know about garment sweatshops in our own neighborhoods? The garment industry employs 632,000 workers in the U.S., primarily
Latino and Asian immigrant women in California and New York, as well as Asian
guest workers in the U.S. territories of Saipan and Samoa. They labor 10-12
hours a day, 6-7 days a week, in unhealthy and unsafe conditions, without even
earning the minimum wage or overtime. Yet, these workers are standing up for
their rights. They risk their jobs and face blacklisting in the garment industry to
improve conditions for themselves and others. Garment workers in California,
New York and Texas have testified before labor officials; filed lawsuits to hold retailers and manufacturers accountable for sweatshop
conditions; and campaigned to hold companies like Jessica McClintock, Guess?, Levi’s and DKNY responsible. In Los Angeles,
Latino, Thai and Chinese garment workers are building their own Garment Worker Center. In Saipan and Samoa, young Asian
immigrant guest workers are bravely stepping forward to speak out against slave-like conditions. This newsletter highlights some
of the garment workers in the U.S. who are leading the fight against sweatshops. This holiday season, let’s support their struggles
by informing ourselves and others, writing letters, joining protests, supporting their organizations and shopping with a conscience.
[For additional information, see Sweatshop Watch’s “What You Can Do” web page at www.sweatshopwatch.org/do.]
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Los Angeles Garment Workers Win Justice After Exposing Sweatshop Conditions
Workers’ case shows failure of ‘private monitoring’
Three Latino garment workers who were routinely denied
minimum wage and overtime while laboring at a sweatshop in
downtown Los Angeles recently settled the case they filed in
federal district court in November 1999. The workers won
$134,000, the equivalent of full back wages, penalties, and
damages. Their victory exposes the failure of private monitoring
to put an end to sweatshops in the garment industry in Los
Angeles and elsewhere.
Between June of 1997 and September of 1998, Graciela
Ceja, Samuel Guerra, and their daughter toiled for approximately a year and a half under illegal and substandard conditions, typically working six days a week, ten or more hours a day,
in a Los Angeles sweatshop known at different times as Pacific
Sewing Co. and Unique Sewing Co. While making clothes for
John Paul Richard, Inc., Francine Browner, Inc. and BCBG/
Max Azria, they were routinely denied the minimum wage and
overtime, often making as little as $3.00 an hour (the legal
minimum wage in California is $5.75 an hour).

Two of the manufacturers hired Cal Safety Compliance Corporation, a private monitoring company, to inspect
garment factory conditions on behalf of the manufacturers in
order to ensure compliance with labor laws. However, despite
reports indicating “Fail” grades for the sweatshop where the
workers labored, the manufacturers failed to take adequate
corrective action. When the workers told the monitor they were
not paid minimum wage or overtime, they were fired.
“Manufacturers do know what’s going on inside the
factories, but they choose to ignore the facts,” said Mr. Guerra.
“They come in to the factories and won’t even make eye contact
with or greet the workers. But we’re right there, and there’s no
way they can walk by us and not see the conditions we work in.
They’re choosing not to see.”
Increasingly, government and the garment industry
have argued that private monitoring companies are the solution
to sweatshop conditions. However, despite the increase in
private monitoring, a recent survey by the U.S. Department of
Continued on page five.
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Donna Karan Is the Sweatshop Scrooge this Holiday Season!
Immigrant women workers fight Donna Karan’s sweatshop abuses in New York City
Eighteen months ago, the National Mobilization Against
SweatShops (NMASS)—a grassroots, membership organization committed to challenging sweatshops in the U.S.—launched
a national campaign exposing the human rights abuses of Asian
and Latina women workers who sewed garments for famous
designer, Donna Karan (DKNY), in New York. The campaign
began when a garment worker named Kwan Lai exposed the
dehumanizing and illegal practices she endured while sewing
Donna Karan’s high-priced fashions in a unionized, midtownManhattan factory. For the past six
years, Mrs. Lai and other women
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workers tolerated the conditions,
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veillance cameras, and denial of time
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off to care for sick children. The
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backbreaking, long hours and abu^L
sive conditions that Donna Karan I
inflicted on workers is only a sampling of some of the worst exploita(f
tion experienced by all kinds of workM^Vr^TTlTl
ing people in the U.S.
But what started out as the
challenge of one woman worker has
now spawned into a campaign that has galvanized the participation and support of hundreds upon thousands across the country. Latina DKNY workers, students, youth, and women
workers from all walks of life are joining together to hold Donna
Karan accountable for the abuses of women workers and to
demand control over our time.
Now, over a year later, Donna Karan has done nothing

continues to hide in silence!
The DKNY workers defiantly continue to lead the fight
to make Donna Karan accountable, setting an inspiring example
for workers everywhere. This is a tremendous step forward in our
effort to end sweatshop conditions. For years, when garment
workers came forward to complain about the illegal conditions,
manufacturers & retailers would pull their work out of those
factories and force workers into unemployment. To throw
blame off of themselves, they hide behind their contractors,
claim ignorance, and move their il\1 J *
legal operations into the next factory, where they can exploit the next
I^TTIH
group of workers. They call this
^lf^C
taking “responsibility.”
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Mobilize against DKNY’s
i tAfc.sweatshops here in the U.S. Join the
K t l * DKNY Girlcott.
(The word
“Girl”cott is used to draw attention
- , j t A \ _)\\
Ti to the impact the abusive conditions
»l '\ tVt- \irfl particularly impose on women workers.) If you are part of an organiza^^
tion, NMASS urges your organization to endorse the National Girlcott.
This holiday season there will be national actions including
protests and teach-ins across the country from New York to
California (see list on page 4). It’s not too late to plan an
action in your community, your school or your religious
group.
Join the National Girlcott of Donna Karan and support
demands that Donna Karan:

to right the wrongs. In fact, she continues to violate the law and
to shirk responsibility. As a result, over twenty workers from
DKNY contracted factory shops all over New York have come
forward to expose similar injustices, including twelve hour work
days and seven day work weeks. They are spearheading a
groundbreaking class action lawsuit that holds Donna Karan
directly accountable for the abuses they and hundreds of other
workers have endured for years. Workers have also filed suits
against Donna Karan for wage violations, discrimination, and
retaliation.
Donna Karan has since resorted to collusion with
factory bosses in order to intimidate workers. She shut down
factories and refused to reinstate the workers. By union contract,
workers who have been laid off due to factory closings must
automatically be offered reinstatement should the factory reopen. But only workers who were not suing Donna Karan were
rehired, while those who simply stood up for their rights were
retaliated against. NMASS sent Donna Karan a letter demanding that she reinstate the workers, pay the wages owed, and take
responsibility for the atrocities in her sweatshops. Donna Karan

•

Apologize to the workers & end the retaliation against
women workers;
• Pay the backwages and overtime pay owed, and reinstate the
workers;
• Guarantee 100% of Donna Karan’s clothing contracts be
made in law abiding factories and that at least 75% be made
in our local communities in order to stop the threats of
moving work elsewhere when workers speak out.
While much of the attention focuses on sweatshops
overseas, we can no longer ignore the devastating impact of
sweatshop conditions on our communities here in the U.S.,
especially on women and youth. This fight is paving the way for
other women workers to demand recognition of our work and to
seize control of our time and our lives, whether we are immigrant
women, mothers doing the valuable work of raising our children,
students, office workers, injured workers, or youth who are
already working.
For more information or to get involved, contact NMASS at
718-633-9757, nmass@yahoo.com, or www.nmass.org.
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San Francisco Workers Sue ESPRIT and
Four Other Garment Manufacturers for
Sweatshop Conditions
When a San Francisco garment factory went out of business in
January of 2000, it not only left its workers without jobs but also
without fully compensating them for years of labor. Workers at
G.R. Garment Limited worked long hours sewing garments for
big name retailers like Esprit, J.Crew, BeBe, ISDA, and Hanna
Andersson.
Nine of the workers—all Chinese immigrant women—
filed a lawsuit in November with the assistance of the Asian Law
Caucus against Esprit, ISDA, Hanna Andersson, Chen Associates, and Sourcing Partners to recover their unpaid overtime and
minimum wages. Alleging a joint employment relationship, the
workers hope to hold the manufacturers responsible for the
sweatshop conditions of the contractor.
G.R. Garment Limited was a chronic violator of labor
laws. In mid-1998, the Department of Labor and the State
Labor Commissioner investigated and penalized G.R. Garment
Limited for wage violations. Despite the investigation, G.R.
Garment Limited continued to violate the labor laws. In late
1999, the company issued checks to workers that bounced and
sometimes workers were instructed to not cash their paychecks.
When the company declared bankruptcy in early January 2000,
the workers contacted the Asian Law Caucus (ALC) for assistance. The ALC successfully pressured the Department of Labor
to invoke the “hot goods” provision of the Fair Labor Standards
Act, which seizes any goods manufactured without complying
with wage and hour laws. Through this provision, the Department of Labor was able to recover wages from manufacturers
Esprit and ISDA for the month of December 1999.
In addition to the December 1999 wages, many of the
workers complained of chronic minimum wage and overtime
violations. Because of tremendous fear of retaliation and blackballing in the industry, only nine workers agreed to sue the
manufacturers for their unpaid wages. “Many of the workers are
afraid to step forward. The threat of retaliation in the garment
industry is real. We are proud to represent the nine strong
women who are taking affirmative steps to clean up this industry.” Said Hina B. Shah, staff attorney at the Asian Law Caucus,
Inc., who represents the workers.
Sweatshops have proliferated in the garment industry
since the industrial revolution. Retailers and manufacturers
control every aspect of garment manufacturing. However, they
attempt to shield themselves from legal liability by using independent contract shops to produce the garments. The passage
of California Assembly Bill 633 (AB 633) in 1999 ensures
manufacturer and retailer accountability for minimum wage and
overtime violations of their contractors. Unfortunately, these
garment workers do not benefit from the wage guarantee because
the violations occurred before the law went into effect on January
1, 2000.

If AB 633 applied in this case, the manufacturers would
have been automatically liable for the unpaid wages. Workers in
this case, unfortunately, will have to go through extensive
discovery and costly litigation to establish manufacturer liability
and recover their unpaid wages.

ACTION ALERT!
Urge California Governor Gray Davis t o
hold both manufacturers & retailers
accountable for sweatshop conditions
In 1999, California’s garment workers won an important victory when Governor Gray Davis signed into law
Assembly Bill 633 (AB 633). This sweatshop reform bill
holds garment manufacturers and retailers responsible for
sweatshop conditions by ensuring that they guarantee that
the workers who sew their clothes are paid minimum wage
and overtime. This new law gives the state’s 160,000
garment workers a new tool to collect an estimated $73
million in unpaid wages each year.
Now, the Governor and the state Department of
Industrial Relations are charged with developing regulations for enforcing the law. However, giant retailers, like the
Gap, are pressuring them to create huge loopholes to
exclude retailers and some manufacturers. If the Governor
caves in to the retailers, his actions will contradict the
intent, spirit and letter of the law. The regulations for
enforcing AB 633 must hold both manufacturers and
retailers responsible for sweatshop conditions.
Call California Governor Gray Davis (916-4452841) and Director of the Department of Industrial
Relations Steve Smith (916-324-4163), and urge
them to:
•protect garment workers’ rights to minimum wage
and overtime and
•hold both manufacturers and retailers accountable
under AB 633.
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Join These Holiday Season Protests
to Support Garment Workers!
National Girlcott of Donna K a r a n in support of New York
garment workers. Contact NMASS for information on actions across the
country: 718-633-9757, nmass@yahoo.com, www.nmass.org.
• New York, November 29, 1:00 pm in the garment district (8th Avenue
between 35th and 36th Streets), sponsored by NMASS, 718-633-9757
• Los Angeles, December 17, 11:00 am location to be announced,
sponsored by the Garment Worker Center, 213-977-7500 ext. 263
• San Francisco, December 17, 1:00 pm near Union Square, sponsored by the Asian Immigrant Women Advocates, 510-268-0192 ext. 2

Holiday Season of Conscience in support of Chentex factory
workers in Nicaragua who sew jeans for Kohl’s. Contact the National
Labor Committee for information on actions across the country on
December 9: 212-242-3002, nlc@nlcnet.org, www.nlcnet.org.
• Los Angeles, December 9, 11:00 am at the Target outlet in Pasadena,
777 E. Colorado Blvd., 213-977-7500 ext. 265
Gap Campaign in support of Gap workers around the world. Contact
Global Exchange for more information: 1-800-497-1994 ext. 355,
leila@globalexchange.org, www.globalexchange.org.

Volunteer Opportunities
Sweatshop Watch needs volunteers in our Oakland and
Los Angeles offices. Please call us if you can help with
any of the following:
• translation (Spanish, Cantonese, Mandarin, Thai,
Vietnamese)
• worker outreach (bilingual ability preferred)
• research
• office support
In Oakland, call 510-834-8990. In Los Angeles, call
213-977-7500 ext. 265.
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New Reports Confirm Sweatshop Conditions in Production of University Gear
In October the results of the “Independent University Initiative”
were released. This year-long study commissioned by Harvard,
Notre Dame, Ohio State, Michigan and the University of
California investigated conditions under which university-licensed apparel is produced. The study involved factories in
China, El Salvador, Korea, Mexico, Pakistan, Thailand and the
U.S. that produce for Nike, Champion, JanSport and AdidasSolomon. The study found health and safety problems, excessive
overtime, dismal pay, and other problems, confirming concerns
by students and labor activists. The study was conducted by the
Business for Social Responsibility Education Fund, the Investor
Responsibility Research Center and MIT Assistant Professor
Dara O’Rourke, along with PriceWaterhouseCoopers.
Professor O’Rourke, who has inspected over 100 factories in Asia, released the first systematic public analysis of labor
monitoring methods employed by PriceWaterhouseCoopers
(PWC). The critique states that while PWC found minor labor
violations, it missed major problems, including hazardous chemical use; barriers to freedom of association; violation of minimum
wage and overtime laws; and timecards that appeared to be
falsified. Independent monitoring can play a positive role in
improving factory conditions, but only if it is much more
transparent and accountable, includes workers more fully, and
can be verified by local NGOs and workers themselves.
The “Independent University Initiative” can be downloaded from <www.ucop.edu/ucophome/coordrev/policy/initiative-report.pdf>.
“Monitoring the Monitors: A critique of PWC Labor Monitoring” can be downloaded from <web.mit.edu/
dorourke/www>.

Resources

LOS ANGELES—continued

Los Angeles garment factory. Photographed by Roxane Auer.

Labor reveals that sweatshop conditions in the Los Angeles
garment industry, long plagued by sweatshop scandals, are no
better today than they were six years ago. Two-thirds of garment
shops violate federal minimum wage and overtime laws, and
nearly all violate health and safety standards.
“Manufacturers have increasingly relied wholly upon
private monitoring firms to carry out their duty to ensure their
garments are made in compliance with labor laws, yet this case
highlights the significant deficiencies in the use of private
monitoring by garment manufacturers—and how manufacturers abuse private monitoring to evade responsibility for sweatshop conditions. Even when private monitors have reported
egregious workplace violations, manufacturers choose to ignore
these reports. Plaintiffs’ suffering could and should have been
ended sooner, or avoided altogether,” said Muneer Ahmad, staff
attorney at the Asian Pacific American Legal Center, who
represented the workers in this case.
The workers’ case included claims against the garment
manufacturers for: 1) minimum wage and overtime violations as
“joint employers” of the garment workers; 2) unfair business
practices for paying contractors so little that the workers did not
receive minimum wage and overtime and underbidding so that
contractors could only operate as sweatshops in order to survive;
3) violation of the “hot goods” provision of the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA); and 4) negligent hiring and supervision
of the sweatshop factory.
“Manufacturers reap huge profits off expensive clothing
made in sweatshops here in Los Angeles today, yet deny any
responsibility for these conditions. When workers dare to speak
up to enforce their rights, they risk losing their jobs, and are often
fired. The workers’ settlement in this case is an important step
towards holding the garment industry responsible for sweatshops, and showing garment manufacturers that they cannot
hide behind the veil of ineffective private monitoring,” said Julia
Figueira-McDonough of the Legal Aid Foundation of Los
Angeles, who also represented the plaintiffs.

•

Women Behind the Labels: Worker Testimonies from
Central America is a new collection of eight interviews with
women leaders organizing for justice in the apparel and
banana sectors in Guatemala and Honduras, published by
STITCH (www.afgj.org/stitch) and the Maquiladora Solidarity Network (www.maquilasolidarity.org). To obtain a
copy, send $5.00 to STITCH, c/o Hannah Frisch, 4933 S.
Dorchester, Chicago, IL 60615.

•

Unfair Advantage: Workers’ Freedom of Association in
the U.S. Under International Human Rights Standards
is a new report from Human Rights Watch examining U.S.’
workers’ rights to organize, to bargain and to strike, and how
U.S. labor law and practice often fail to comply with
international standards. Available online at <www.hrw.org/
Editor: Nikki Fortunato Bas.
reports/2000/uslabor>.
Contributors: Asian Pacific American Legal Center, Hina Shah/Asian Law
Caucus, Nancy Eng/National Mobilization Against SweatShops.
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Support Sweatshop Watch!
Working Assets will donate $5 million of its revenue to 60 nonprofit organizations, 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 December 31,
2000 via www.workingforchange.com/voting/index—donation amounts are determined 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.

Wish List
Help support the new Garment Worker Center of Southern California by making donations
of the following items for our new office. All donations are tax-deductible.
•PC computers
•vcr
•PC software (MS Word, Filemaker Pro, Pagemaker, Photoshop) •copy machine
•laser printer (color/B&W)
•office furniture - desks, chairs, tables
•fax machine
•file cabinets
•scanner
•bulletin boards, dry erase boards, easels
•phones (four line capability)
•microwave
•digital camera
•van
•video camera
To make a donation, contact Kimi Lee at 213-977-7500 ext. 263 or
•television
klee@sweatshopwatch.org.

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 are my $20 membership dues. Please give as generously as you can.
Additional contributions are tax-deductible. Total enclosed: $
Name:
Address:
Make checks payable and send to:
SWEATSHOP WATCH
310 Eighth St., Suite 309, Oakland CA 94607
(510) 834-8990 • www.sweatshopwatch.org

