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Summary

“We are all aware of the risk of unemployment in deciding to organise a union and 
we are prepared to face this risk...But at the same time we do look around us and 
think to ourselves: Why be unemployed?  Why face the misery of it?  Why not just put 
up with the exploitation from the managers?  But then a long series of reasons not to 
organise start spreading out before us, the issues never end. The only way that the 
issues can end is if we build power among ourselves to change our conditions and 
treatment. And the only way we can really do this is by forming a union.”
Marayah,1 30-year old woman sportswear worker dismissed from the Busana Prima Global factory  
in Indonesia for participating in a strike.

While global sports brands generously sponsor the 
world’s top sporting teams and players, the women 
and men in Asia who make their goods struggle 
to meet their families’ basic needs. When these 
workers attempt to form unions to push for better 
conditions, they commonly suffer discrimination 
and often violence and dismissal.  

Nike pays USD $16 million (13 million Euro) a year 
to the Brazilian national football team and adidas 
pays USD $1.8 million (1.5 million Euro) per year 
to French player Zinedine Zidane. Meanwhile the 
Asian workers who make the football boots and 
other sports gear worn by players are paid as little 
as 47 cents Euro (US$0.60) per hour — 3.76 Euro 
(US$4.75) for a standard working day. Shopping 
at their cheapest local markets, women producing 
brand-name sportswear in Indonesia need to work 
nearly 4 hours to earn enough to purchase 1.5kg 
of raw chicken, which for some is all the meat they 
can afford for a month.

This report considers 12 international sports 
brands —  adidas, ASICS, FILA, Kappa, Lotto, 

Mizuno, New Balance, Nike, Puma, Reebok, Speedo and Umbro — and examines the steps they take 
to ensure their suppliers in Asia allow workers to organise trade unions and bargain collectively for 
better wages and conditions. In industries such as sportswear which are marked by low wages and poor 
conditions, women and men who are able to actively participate in trade unions and bargain collectively 
with their employer have more power to influence their wages and conditions of work. 

This report concludes that sportswear companies are failing to ensure that workers making their 
products have the right to freedom of association. Some companies —  notably Reebok, Puma, adidas, 
Nike, ASICS and Umbro — are involved in positive initiatives which have led to improved conditions 
in some factories. But their overall approach to trade union rights has been inconsistent and at times 
contradictory. FILA, owned by Sports Brands International (SBI), has taken the least action to improve 
respect for trade union rights in its Asian supplier factories. FILA has failed to adequately address 
serious labour rights abuses when they have been brought to the company’s attention and since February 
2005 has ignored multiple attempts by labour rights groups and trade unions to communicate with the 
company about labour issues.

Top football players and other professional athletes are commonly represented by players’ associations 
which negotiate collective bargaining agreements protecting players’ interests and needs. In 
contrast, Asian sportswear workers who want to form unions and bargain collectively frequently face 
discrimination, harassment, threats of dismissal and, in some cases, violent intimidation. Two of the cases 
researched for this report — one in Sri Lanka and the other in Indonesia — involved violent assaults on 
workers who were attempting to form unions in sportswear factories.

1 Worker’s name has been changed to protect her identity. 

Parkati, a former worker from 
FILA supplier PT Tae Hwa in 
Indonesia which closed in 
2005. When the factory was 
open, Parkati experienced 
threats of violence because she 
campaigned for better wages. 
Now Tae Hwa workers campaign 
for their back-pay and severance 
entitlements. Parkati explains: 
“We push for our rights which 
have not yet been delivered 
by PT. Tae Hwa, already for 
one year we have waited for 
compensation, we know the 
factory owners might not come 
to Indonesia again, but we also 
know that this factory has assets 
which can be sold to pay our 
compensation”.
Photo: M. Revaldi
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The Australian Professional Footballers’ Association2 has noted:

Football, and sport generally, is vigilant in safeguarding its virtues - its nobility 
of pursuit, its doctrine of fair play and its commitment to being a social leader in 
areas of racism. Accordingly, it stands to reason that the business of football be held 
up to the same ideals. Workers in the developing world have a right to share in these 
ideals when it is their labour and sacrifices which allow football to be played by 
making the balls and the boots and the nets. They are as much a part of the football 
family as any one and it is just they be afforded the same rights as the many other 
people throughout the world who contribute to football. 

Box 1 – Sportswear Factory Case Studies

Human rights organisations are only able to investigate a small percentage of the thousands of 
factories producing brand-name sportswear in Asia. Yet almost every time they conduct such an 
investigation they find serious labour abuses. The full version of this report includes nine factory 
case-studies assessing how sports brands responded to allegations and evidence of rights violations. 
In most cases the problems identified included inadequate wages, unreasonably high production 
targets, high levels of compulsory overtime and verbal abuse from supervisors if workers didn’t 
work fast enough. Other problems which rights groups reported to sports brands include:

•  During peak times workers in the Daejoo Leports factory (Indonesia) had to work from 7am to 
11pm. Many workers complained of chronic pain which medical opinion suggested was caused 
by repeated performance of the same task over long periods.

•  In the Panarub and Tae Hwa factories (Indonesia) women wanting to claim their legal 
entitlement to menstrual leave had to undergo intrusive and humiliating physical exams in the 
factory clinic to prove they were menstruating. At Panarub workers operating hot glue machine 
had burn scars or fresh burns on their hands.

All cases involve allegations of discrimination or violence against union members. For example:

•  In Factory B in Indonesia, the chairperson and secretary of a new union reported they were 
attacked by local thugs who smashed a bottle over the union chairperson's head and forced him 
to sign a statement closing down the new union. The union chair reported that for the following 
five days people came to his house at midnight and threatened violence against him.

•  In the Jaqalanka factory in Sri Lanka the union secretary reported being assaulted by five 
unknown men who told him to stop his union activities. Subsequently a female member of the 
union reported that four men threatened her with death if she did not leave the union.

In some of the nine cases the sports brands which sourced from the factories responded positively 
and helped improve labour conditions. In other cases the labour abuses are ongoing. 

The wider challenge is to persuade sports brands to have comprehensive programs to make sure 
human rights are respected right across their supply chain, not just in those factories which human 
rights groups bring to their attention. Some sports brands have made a start at this, but for the 
most part the focus has been on annual factory inspections. 

To solve the problem, sports brands need to make sure all workers have access to independent 
training in their rights - particularly their right to form trade unions. They also need to ensure  
that workers can access effective grievance procedures when those rights are breached. 
Fundamentally, sports brands need to make sure they pay their suppliers enough and give them 
enough time to complete orders so that factory owners can afford to pay workers decent wages  
and respect their rights.

2 Oxfam invited footballers’ associations to express support for workers’ rights in sport. This quote is part of a statement from the Australian Professional Footballers’ 
Association which arrived after the report was finalised. Statements received appear at www.oxfam.org.au/campaigns/labour/06report
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Transnational corporations (TNCs) in sportswear and other industries cannot, on their own, create the 
conditions where trade union rights are fully respected. Governments have a responsibility to ensure that 
labour rights are protected by properly enforced state legislation. However, governments in developing 
countries are often wary of regulating the behaviour of TNCs for fear that companies will take their 
production and investment to other countries. In this context sportswear TNCs can play an important 
role in ensuring that trade union rights are properly respected in their own supply chains, thereby 
reducing pressure on governments to erode state protection for these rights.

The Play Fair Alliance — a network of organisations including the Clean Clothes Campaign, the 
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions and the International Textile, Garment and Leather 
Workers’ Federation (ITGLWF) and 11 Oxfams3 — proposed in 2004 that the World Federation of 
Sporting Goods Industries (WFSGI) and sports companies cooperate in a Programme of Work to 
improve respect for labour rights in the industry. Major recommendations include:

•  confidential and accessible means for workers to report exploitation and abuse;

•  independent education and training for workers concerning their rights at work; 

•  transparency regarding company supply chains and efforts to improve conditions;

•  stable business relationships with suppliers and reasonable prices and delivery times; and

•  a framework agreement between the ITGLWF and the WFSGI to facilitate respect for workers right to 
form and join trade unions and bargain collectively.

In addition, this report recommends that sports brands should: 

•  prioritise retaining unionised factories in the companies' supply chain;

•  ban, or severely restrict, the employment of workers on short-term contracts;

•  if factories close, ensure that workers receive their full entitlement to severance pay and ensure there 
is no discrimination against worker activists if they apply for jobs with other suppliers; and

•  not shift to or increase production in countries and Free Trade Zones where the right to freedom of 
association does not have legal force. New production should be in countries and zones where this 
right has legal effect.

International companies also need to do all they can to remove barriers to women's participation in trade 
unions. The ability to form trade unions is particularly important to women, who make up 70% of the 
world’s poor, and 80% of the global workforce in the sportswear sector. Women face even more barriers 
to participating in trade unions due to gender discrimination within their workplaces, their societies and 
within workers’ organisations. Companies should insist that both female and male workers get secure 
employment, that they are paid fair wages, take relevant sick, maternity and family leave, have adequate 
sexual harassment policies in place and are not forced to work excessive hours. 

Progress towards these objectives has been limited. Some companies — notably Reebok, Puma, adidas, 
Nike, ASICS and Umbro — have taken steps toward greater transparency and have been willing to 
cooperate with trade unions and other civil society groups to allow some workers to receive training 
in their rights. They have also been willing to prevent discrimination against trade union members in 
some factories, including the two factories described above where trade union members experienced 
violence. These companies also participate in the Fair Labor Association (FLA), a multi-stakeholder 
initiative which promotes adherence to international labor standards.4 The FLA acknowledges the 
current limitations of its efforts to promote adherence to trade union rights and is seeking to improve its 
performance.
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Unfortunately even where companies have made progress in particular factories, across their supply 
chains their business practices frequently undermine and contradict their stated commitment to respect 
trade union rights (Figure 1). There is little progress to report in terms of sports brands addressing 
the impact of their buying practices — price, delivery time and stability of business relationship — on 
workers’ rights. No brand is willing to share their pricing arrangements with worker representatives. In 
some cases sports brands have initially done the right thing and persuaded a particular supplier to allow 
workers to form a union but then later the brands have cut all orders to that supplier — as Nike and 
Puma recently did in the case of the Lian Thai factory in Thailand.

Figure 1: Double Standards in the Sportswear Industry:  
How Workers’ Rights are Violated 

Source: Oxfam, CCC & GU 2004a, Play Fair At The Olympics, Respect Workers’ Rights in the Sportswear Industry, Oxfam, Clean Clothes Campaign & Global Unions, 
Oxford. Pg 61. Figure originally titled “Double standards in the sportswear Industry: the factory manager’s dilemma”.

3 Oxfam America, Oxfam-in-Belgium, Oxfam Canada, Oxfam Australia, Oxfam Great Britain, Oxfam Intermón (Spain), Oxfam Ireland, Oxfam Novib (Netherlands), 
Oxfam New Zealand, Oxfam Quebec and Oxfam Germany. 4 Umbro is not yet a member of the FLA but is in the process of applying for membership. 
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These women work at the 
Panarub factory in Indonesia 
which produces football boots 
for adidas. Hera (third from left) 
and Neneng (second from left) 
are among the union leaders who 
were dismissed from the factory 
for participating in a strike late 
in 2005.  
Photo: Tim Connor/OxfamAU
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The most glaring contradiction between policy and practice is sports brand 
owners’ decision to source the majority of their production in countries 
or Free Trade Zones which refuse to give legal force to workers’ right to 
freedom of association. Another contradiction between policy and practice 
is the increasing tendency for Asian sportswear and garment workers to be 
employed on short-term contracts. Workers employed under these ‘flexible’ 
arrangements are particularly wary of joining unions as they fear their 
employers may respond by failing to renew their contracts. While most sports 
brands require their suppliers to respect local laws, only Reebok goes further 
and has its own policy limiting the circumstances in which workers can be 
employed on a short-term, flexible basis.

Taking each company in turn:

•  Oxfam research in 2004 into long-time FILA sport shoe supplier PT Tae 
Hwa in Indonesia revealed serious labour abuses, including denial of 
trade union rights, high levels of sexual harassment and intrusive and 
inappropriate procedures for claiming menstrual leave.5 At the time, SBI, 
owners of FILA, claimed there was little they could do immediately but 
said that in future the company would take steps to improve respect for 
labour rights in its supply chain. In February 2005, the Tae Hwa factory 
closed suddenly and without warning, leaving thousands of workers 
without jobs. Since then FILA has declined to either reveal its role in the 
factory’s closure or to take responsibility for ensuring Tae Hwa workers 
receive their legal entitlement to severance pay (Box 2). Unlike Nike, 
Reebok and Puma, FILA does not reveal the addresses of its other supplier 
factories and the company has ignored requests to reveal what steps, if 
any, it is taking to improve respect for trade union rights in those factories.

•  Adidas provides its suppliers with an accurate explanation of trade union 
rights and in the past if breaches of these rights have been brought to 
the company’s attention then adidas, in the past, has usually been willing 
to take steps to ensure these rights are respected. But as this report 
was being finalised, new developments cast doubt on the company’s 
commitment to support workers’ right to freedom of association at the 
Panarub factory in Indonesia. In late 2005, 33 members of a union at the 
factory were fired for activities linked to their participation in a strike. 
Despite numerous appeals to adidas, at the time of this publication going 
to print it remains unclear whether adidas will insist that the workers  
are reinstated.6

•  In Asia, Reebok staff have worked hard to ensure respect for trade union rights in a number of 
supplier factories. The company has also cooperated with labour rights groups to explore the 
possibility of democratic representation in countries which legally restrict trade union rights. 
Unfortunately, this positive work is undermined by Reebok’s vigorous opposition to the establishment 
of unions in its distribution centres in the United States (US). 

•  Puma's programs for ensuring that suppliers and workers understand their rights are in the early 
stages of development and require improvement. However the company has taken some useful 
initiatives. For example, in Indonesia, Puma has invited trade unions and labour rights groups 
to advise it on the selection of new suppliers which respect labour rights. Unfortunately Puma’s 
decision to cease ordering from the Lian Thai factory in Thailand — after the factory agreed to stop 
discriminating against union members — gives Puma’s other suppliers little incentive to respect trade 
union rights.

5 Menstrual leave is a legal entitlement under Indonesian law. 6 A complete update on these developments will be prepared and made available on the internet at 
www.oxfam.org.au/campaigns/labour/06report 

Sportswear workers in a factory 
in China.
Photo: Dara O’Rourke.
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Box 2 – PT Tae Hwa (Tae Hwa)

Brands include:  FILA (owned by Sport Brands International)

Location:  Cipukat, West Java, Indonesia

Product:  Sport Shoes

Size:  Approximately 3,486 workers, 80% were women

In 1998, workers at Tae Hwa organised a two-day strike calling for improved working conditions. 
Workers told Oxfam interviewers that hired thugs broke up the strike. One of the key organisers 
of the strike, a woman named Parkati, was subsequently dismissed from the factory. The official 
reason for Parkati’s dismissal was that she wore a pair of sandals inside the factory when an 
unwritten policy required workers to work barefoot. Parkati believes that the real reason she was 
dismissed was that she helped to organise the strike. 

Tae Hwa workers interviewed by Oxfam researchers in 2004 reported that the factory abided by 
government regulations regarding maternity leave and sick leave, but they raised allegations of 
sexual harassment, verbal abuse, denial of trade union rights, impossibly high work targets, very 
long hours of compulsory overtime and inadequate wages (Oxfam et al 2004b, pages 11–13). This 
quote (Oxfam et al 2004b, page 10) is typical of statements made to Oxfam researchers by women 
working in the sewing section of the factory:

In the sewing department sexual harassment happens all the time and every day. 
The…managers will come near us and say things or look at us in a disturbing way. 
They are always saying crude and lewd words. They call us animal names like ‘pig,’ 
‘monkey,’ and ‘donkey.’ They call us ‘shameless girls.’ The managers also throw 
production materials at the women in the sewing department, usually the ‘upper’.7 
They will just fling it across so that it will hit workers in the leg or the lower torso.

During 2004, the Play Fair Alliance8 (PFA) repeatedly approached Sport Brands International 
(SBI), the owner of FILA, about the situation at Tae Hwa. SBI met with representatives of the 
PFA in September 2004. During this meeting SBI noted that the company had only bought the 
FILA brand relatively recently and that they planned to restructure FILA’s supply chain towards a 
model of production that was both more competitive and more socially responsible. However the 
company denied that there was much it could do about labour conditions in current suppliers, since 
labour clauses had not been included in the contracts. Given that FILA had been the major brand 
produced at the factory from 1994 until 2005, accounting for between 70% and 90% of the factory’s 
production and that FILA’s code of conduct was displayed in the factory, this claim that SBI had 
little power to influence labour rights at Tae Hwa is dubious.

On 11 February 2005, Tae Hwa workers returned from a public holiday to find the factory had 
closed, leaving them all without jobs.  The PFA again wrote to and phoned FILA asking them to:

•  clarify their role in the factory closure; 

•  ensure workers received all their legal entitlements including severance pay; and

•  set up a compensation fund for the dismissed workers. 

FILA failed to respond. International organisations and their supporters continued to write to FILA 
throughout 2005. Oxfam Australia supporters sent more than 200 letters to FILA US Headquaters. 
All these letters went unanswered. At the time of writing, the dismissed Tae Hwa workers have still 
not received their severance pay and other legal entitlements.

7 The upper is the thick section of the shoe directly above the sole. 8 This is a global campaign alliance calling for greater respect for labour rights in the sportswear 
industry. Member organisations include the Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC), the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers Federation (ITGLWF) and Oxfam.
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•  In several Asian factories Nike has shown it is willing to cooperate with the Fair Labour Association 
(FLA) to support workers’ trade union rights when violations of those rights are brought to the 
company’s attention. However this report also documents several cases where Nike has, in recent 
years, cut orders to factories in Asia where workers have established trade unions or where factory-
owners have indicated a willingness to work with trade unions. Irrespective of whether or not these 
particular business decisions reflect a bias against unionised factories, if the company is serious about 
respecting trade union rights it should prioritise retaining production with suppliers which are willing 
to give workers space to organise and bargain collectively.

•  Until a few years ago, ASICS had done little to address labour rights in its supply chain. Recently the 
company has cooperated with trade unions to address issues in at least one factory in Cambodia and 
has expressed willingness to cooperate with trade union and labour rights groups to ensure workers 
are educated in their trade union rights.

•  Although Umbro has been slow to develop its labour rights program, since 2004 the company has 
had regular discussions with trade unions and non-government organisations and has expressed 
willingness to cooperate with trade unions in pilot worker training projects.

•  Pentland, the owner of brands such as Speedo and Lacoste, is a member of the Ethical Trading 
Initiative (ETI) and is involved in two ETI worker rights projects in Asia. Pentland declined to provide 
sufficient information about its labour practices to the researchers preparing this report, making it 
difficult to determine how committed the company is to supporting trade union rights. 

•  Mizuno has recently started employing and training staff to conduct internal monitoring of labour 
rights in the company’s supply chain. However, it has been deferring requests that it cooperate with 
trade unions and labour rights groups to provide workers with education and training in their rights.

•  New Balance's plan to reduce working hours to a maximum of 54 hours per week could represent an 
important step forward for women and men working in the industry, provided that it does not result in a 
drop in workers’ income. There is little progress to report on trade union rights.

•  Lotto argues that small sports brand owners are unable to have much influence over their large 
suppliers. Lotto’s small size should not, however, prevent it from cooperating with labour rights groups 
and other companies to ensure that workers’ trade union rights are respected. 

•  Until recently, Basicnet, the owner of Kappa, has shown little interest in working with civil society 
organisations to improve respect for labour rights. The company is currently in negotiations with 
Italian unions and the International Textile Garment and Leatherworkers Federation regarding 
establishing a system for addressing labour rights. Hopefully this represents a new direction for the 
company.

This report is the beginning of a regular reporting process. Oxfam International hopes that in future 
many more women and men employed in the sportswear industry in Asia and other parts of the world 
will be free to exercise their rights to form trade unions and bargain collectively for decent wages and for 
working conditions which respect their dignity. 


