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and Workers in Bangladesh and Pakistan  
 

Photo -Essay Highlights from the Speaking Tour  
 

From  April 15 to May 5, 2010, the International Labor 

Rights Forum and SweatFree Communities conducted a 

speaking tour to raise awareness about the realities that 

Bangladeshi garment workers and Pakistani soccer ball 

stitchers face on the job, and to encourage local action 

for sweatshop workersô rights. The tour took us to 15 

cities in eight states. We gave 29 presentations for stu-

dents, union members, environmentalists, and other com-

munity members. In addition, we held 11 meetings and 

briefings with a variety of government officials, includ-

ing purchasing department staff and elected officials, to 

discuss the new Sweatfree Purchasing Consortium and 

how government purchasers can support workersô rights.   

 

Kalpona Akter and Zehra Bano brought stories of dismal 

working conditions from Bangladeshi garment workers 

and Pakistani home-based soccer ball stitchers. But they 

also brought stories of worker power and inspiration and 

showed their own fierce commitment to struggle for 

change.  
 

 

 

 
 

In Chicago Ms. Bano and Ms. Akter learned 

about key events in the history of working peo-

pleôs struggles in the U.S. at the memorial of 

the 1886 Haymarket Massacre, raising their 

fists in solidarity with workers everywhere. 

In Wisconsin we spoke to a packed room at Milwaukee 

Area Technical College and met with the Milwaukee 

Sierra Club. We discussed fair trade, workersô rights, 

and the impact of unscrupulous corporate practices on 

the environment. Ms. Akter shared concern about the 

overuse of water used for the dyeing and washing of 

clothing in preparation for shipments from Bangladesh 

to the U.S. The workers face the double burden of un-

safe drinking water and poverty wages. 

Our road trip started in St. Paul, Minnesota, where we 

met with students at Macalester College.  



At McCall Elementary School in Philadelphia, we spoke 

with over 50 fifth graders who came prepared with a list of 

questions for us.  The students were eager to hear our sto-

ries and plan to stay in touch as penpals. 

We met with government officials of the cities of 

Madison, Wisc., Pittsburgh, Penn., and Washington 

D.C. and the states of Maine, Maryland, Ohio, and 

Pennsylvania. They were often visibly moved by 

Ms. Akter and Ms. Bano, and felt newly motivated 

and energized to pursue their sweatfree work. (Here 

we gather with the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 

procurement staff in Harrisburg.) 

In Cleveland, Ohio, we met with John Carroll Univer-

sityôs womenôs soccer team. Ms. Bano described the 

conditions faced by the soccer ball stitchers.  The team 

decided to bring the issue to the attention of their coach 

and school, and plan to write to their current soccer ball 

supplier to inquire about the conditions under which the 

soccer balls were made. The students said that, now that 

they had seen pictures and heard the stories of women 

who sew the balls by hand in their homes, they would 

never again look at a soccer ball in the same way. 

At the Labor Notes Conference in Detroit, 

we networked with labor activists from 

many places and joined Andiamo restau-

rant workers in their campaign against 

wage theft, racial and sexual discrimina-

tion, and retaliatory firings. 

In addition to Cleveland, we also held 

events in Delaware and Columbus, 

Ohio, with the goal of securing a 

commitment from the State of Ohio to 

join the Sweatfree Purchasing Con-

sortium. Our visit built on ongoing 

sweatfree organizing in the State. 


