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In August 2004 the world’s athletes will gather in Athens for 
the Summer Olympic Games. Global sportswear firms will 
spend vast sums of money to associate their products with 
the Olympian ideal. Images of Olympic events, complete with 
corporate branding, will be televised to a global audience.

The expansion of international trade in sportswear goods under 
the auspices of corporate giants such as Nike, Adidas, Reebok, 
Puma, Fila, ASICS, Mizuno, Lotto, Kappa, and Umbro has drawn 
millions of people, mainly women, into employment. From China 
and Indonesia to Turkey and Bulgaria, they work long hours for 
low wages in arduous conditions, often without the most basic 
employment protection. The rights to join and form trade unions 
and to engage in collective bargaining are systematically violated.

This report asks fundamental questions about the global 
sportswear industry – questions that go to the heart of debates 
on poverty, workers’ rights, trade, and globalisation. ‘Olympism’, 
in the words of the Olympic Charter, ‘seeks to create a way 
of life based on … respect for universal fundamental ethical 
principles.’ This report shows that the business practices of 
major sportswear companies violate both the spirit and the letter 
of the Charter. Yet the Olympics movement, particularly the 
International Olympics Committee, has been remarkably silent in 
the face of these contraventions. 

During this Olympic year when such a high value is put on 
fair play, we ask you to join workers and consumers world 
wide who are calling for change across the whole of the 
sportswear industry. You can ask the International Olympics 
Committee and all sportswear companies to take action now. 
Log on to www.fairolympics.org

www.fairolympics.org
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Bullied, humiliated, abused
Managers in the factories often resort to harassment, humiliation, and abuse 
in order to exert their authority over the workers. Elina, a garment worker in 
Indonesian factory PT Busana Prima Global11 making goods for Lotto, said: ‘There 

is a lot of verbal abuse. The management calls us names throughout the time when we 

work. They call us “stupid”, “lazy”, “useless”, “bastard’s child”, and other crass words. 

They say “You don’t deserve any more than this”. Some girls start crying. Physical abuse 

happens too. Our ears are often pulled, and managers yell directly into our ears.’ More 
disturbing are regular incidences of sexual harassment of young women workers 
at these factories. At Indonesian factory D, producing for Fila, Puma, Lotto, Nike, 
Adidas, and ASICS, workers reported: ‘Pretty girls in the factory are always harassed 

by the male managers. They come on to the girls, call them into their offices, whisper 

into their ears, touch them at the waist, arms, neck, buttocks, and breasts, bribe the girls 

with money and threats of losing their jobs to have sex with them.’  Women workers 
in particular experience a high level of harassment where it is seen as culturally 
acceptable for male supervisors and managers to treat women in an abusive way. 

Trade unions undermined
The ability to join and form a trade union remains a great challenge in the 
sportswear production sector. In all four of the researched sportswear factories in 
Turkey producing collectively for Lotto, Fila, Puma, and Kappa, no unions were 
allowed. In one of the factories producing for Puma in Bulgaria,12 it was reported 
that management had a hostile attitude towards any form of worker representation 
in the enterprise. 

The obstacles to forming and joining a trade union are sometimes exacerbated by 
governments when they undermine workers’ rights as a means of attracting foreign 
investment. Sometimes the employers harass and discriminate against those 
who join in union activities. Added to this, long working hours leave little 
time for workers to engage in trade-union organising; and workers 
refrain from participating because they are afraid that union membership  
will threaten their jobs. 

24 25

In many of the factories that we researched, workers reported that management 
made it clear that union organising was not acceptable. Workers interviewed in 
these factories felt convinced that joining a union would lead to being fired. Rana, a 
22-year-old garment worker in Turkish Factory W, producing for Lotto and Puma, 
told researchers: ‘Last year while the workers of the next factory were striking in front 

of their factory, our supervisor said to us “You will see – all of them will lose their jobs. 

You never make this mistake. Otherwise you also face the same consequence.”, A young 
female worker from a Cambodian sportswear factory13 producing for Fila and Puma 
reported that there was no union at her factory, and that workers did not dare to 
protest over anything for fear of losing their jobs. She also said that the employers 
discriminated against unionists: if a factory manager finds out that a job applicant 
has been involved in union activities, the applicant will not be employed. One 
Indonesian worker described what happened after a strike at a factory14 producing 
for Umbro and Reebok:

‘The strike organisers were initially suspended. They were not allowed to come to work 

and received only 75 per cent of their standard wages. They were consequently all fired. 

We felt very scared and powerless when this happened. It was like a slap; it was as if the 

management were saying to us: “See, this is the consequence of your strike”. The constant 

intimidation by the management gives us no chance to feel empowered.’

Many of the workers interviewed expressed their belief that trade-union 
representation  would give them the bargaining power necessary to change the 
unhealthy and undignified working conditions in their factories. Yet this means of 
achieving justice is continually threatened by employers and also by governments. 
Although freedom of association and collective bargaining is protected as a 
constitutional right in many countries, governments often allow employers 
to flout it in order to offer cheaper labour to global buyers. Whether through 
changes to the law – for example, in a number of countries, the rights to unionise 
and strike are prohibited by law in export-processing zones – or de facto through 
non-enforcement, thousands of workers across the globe are unfairly denied the 
opportunity to defend their rights. 

There is clear evidence of violations of trade union rights in this sector in all the 
countries mentioned in this report.  The ICFTU produces an annual worldwide 
survey of trade union rights. Further details are given in the appendix.
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BOX 3: Fundamental principles and rights at work

In 1998, the International 
Labour Organization produced 
the Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work. In 
the declaration, ILO member states 
agreed that they should all respect, 
promote, and realise these core 
labour standards as embodied in 
key ILO conventions:

Freedom of association and the 
effective recognition of the right to 
collective bargaining 
(Convention No. 87 & No. 98)

The elimination of all forms of forced 

and compulsory labour 

(Convention No. 29 & No. 105)

The effective abolition 

of child labour 

(Convention No. 138 & No. 182)

The elimination of discrimination 

in respect of employment 

and occupation 

(Convention No. 100 & No. 111)

26 27
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‘Quote tekst. Quote tekst. 
Quote tekst.’

Bron bron bron bron. 
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This report is the result of extensive collaboration between Oxfam, the Clean Clothes Campaign, Global Unions, 
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Esther de Haan, Gemma Freedman, Gerard Steehouwer, Henk Campher, Ineke Zeldenrust, Joss Saunders, Justin 

Forsyth, Katherine Daniels, Kiko Perez, Lek Yimprasert, Liz Leaver, Maggie Burns, Marita Hutjes, Marlies Filbri, Martin 

Kalungu-Banda, Mary Sue Smiaroski, Mike Bird, Penelope Gorman, Phil Bloomer, Phan Wanabriboon, Tim Noonan, 
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The Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC) is an international coalition of consumer organizations, 
trade unions, researchers, human rights groups, solidarity activists, migrant, homeworker and 
women workers’ organizations, Fair Trade Shops and many other organizations, which aims to 
improve working conditions in the global garment industry. The Clean Clothes Campaign is  based 
in 11 European countries, has approximately 250 member organizations and works closely with 
partner organizations in many garment-producing  countries. http://www.cleanclothes.org

Oxfam is a rights-based confederation of affiliated organizations working in more than 100 
countries to find lasting solutions to poverty and injustice. Oxfam affiliates are working together with 
others to build a global movement of citizens campaigning for economic and social rights. 
Oxfam believes that economic growth must be balanced with social equity to achieve a just and 
sustainable world.

Oxfam affiliates participating in the Play Fair at the Olympics Campaign are Oxfam America, 
Oxfam-in-Belgium, Oxfam Canada, Oxfam Community Aid Abroad (Australia), Oxfam GB,
Intermón Oxfam (Spain), Oxfam Ireland, Novib Oxfam Netherlands, Oxfam New Zealand, 
Oxfam Quebec and Oxfam Germany. See www.maketradefair.com and www.oxfaminternational.org

Global Unions: the name “Global Unions” is used for the major institutions of the international 
trade union movement. Global Unions comprises:

 the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), which represents most national 
trade union centres. Most individual unions relate through their national union centre to 
the ICFTU which has 233 affiliated organisations in 152 countries and territories on all five 
continents, with a membership of 151 million.

 the ten Global Union Federations (GUFs),the international representatives of unions organising 
in specific industry sectors or occupational groups (EI, ICEM, IFJ, ITGLWF, PSI, ITF, IFBWW, 

IMF, IUF, & UNI - for full names, see www.global-unions.org).

 the Trade Union Advisory Committee to the OECD (TUAC)

An individual union will usually belong to a national union centre in its country, which will then 
affiliate to a world body such as the ICFTU. The same individual union will also usually affiliate to a 
GUF relevant to the industry where it has members. The ICFTU and ITGLWF (International Textile, 
Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation) are the Global Unions organisations most closely 
involved with the campaign at the international level.
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