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Thank you for the opportunity to testify today about the problem of sweatshops, and the solution to this problem provided by HB 290.  I represent the International Labor Rights Forum, or ILRF, an organization that has worked for over twenty years to research and expose labor rights abuses around the world, and propose and advocate for new strategies to tackle these problems.  I also serve on the Board of SweatFree Communities, a national network of community-based campaigns that promote legislation similar to HB 290 throughout the country.  We are committed to ending the problems of child labor, forced labor, and other abusive practices. ILRF promotes enforcement of labor rights through public education and mobilization, research, litigation, legislation, and collaboration with labor, government and business groups.  SweatFree Communities has since 2003 worked to improve working conditions in apparel and other labor-intensive global industries by creating positive alternatives to global sweatshops.  The campaign’s efforts have resulted, to date, in the adoption of sweatfree procurement policies by over 180 public entities in the US, including the states of California, Illinois, New York, Maine, New Jersey and Pennsylvania.
Let me start by explaining the problem that HB 290 has the potential to address.  Over the past three decades, we have witnessed the widescale flight of domestic production of apparel and many other light manufactured products, and indeed even agricultural products, to low-wage countries with unsafe and exploitative working conditions.  We are not an organization that opposes global trade, per se, but we cannot ignore the fact that the flight of these industries is driven by the ‘race to the bottom.’  Multinational corporations seek out production destinations where there is little or no regulation of labor or environmental conditions; they find such destinations in the developing world.

I myself lived in southeast Asia for several years, working directly with young women factory workers in garment factories.  I lived and worked with young women in Cambodia and Indonesia, and also have made several visits to neighboring countries, including Vietnam and China, where I have also had the opportunity to meet and have frank conversations with young women producing garments for the US market.  I have walked through numerous garment factories in countries around the world, and have also shared meals with young women workers in the simple huts where they live.  Over the past decade and a half I have met and spoken with many hundreds of young garment workers.  I can tell you that the stories I share with you are not the worst cases by any means; these stories are entirely typical of the working conditions faced year in and year out, in countries ranging from Madagascar to Mexico.  This is the face of global garment production.
Mari was a young friend of mine in Indonesia, working in a garment factory.  Her factory was a small warehouse, where electric lines were strung loosely to a set of sewing machines.  About 300 girls worked in the factory, all sewing T-shirts for export to the US and Europe.  There were a few fans overhead, but for most of the year the factory was sweltering hot.  The only exception was when it rained-- frequently in Jakarta-- and during those times the girls would stand at their machines, ankle-deep in water, as there was not sufficient drainage.  The girls typically worked 10 to 12 hours per day, six days a week and a half-day on Sundays.  They were not paid for overtime, and were forced to meet targets of production to receive their wages.  Wages were often paid late, as the factory manager claimed he had not been paid by the buyer.  The girls lived in small shacks in the area nearby the factory, and as most had migrated to Jakarta from the countryside, they shared rooms, often six to eight people to a rented room.  By the time the girls had paid for rent, food, and water (yes, they did not have access to potable water in that neighborhood in Jakarta), they had virtually no money left over for any other purpose.  Mari and her friends, and their working conditions, were so much like the conditions I saw in many other countries.  This is the way an unregulated apparel industry treats its workers.
I have seen and heard of much worse circumstances than this-- workers in Vietnam who were beaten by their supervisors for disobeying orders; workers in Cambodia who were forbidden even to speak to one another on the shop floor, and punished if they did speak, for fear that they would start to organize; workers in Thailand reporting to us that they were given amphetamines by factory management so that they could stay awake all night and work 24 hour shifts to meet targets; workers in the Dominican Republic who were asked to provide sexual favors to factory management, as a condition of receiving their paychecks.  These things are illegal, of course.  But I chose to tell Mari’s story because there was nothing unusual there-- no extreme abuse-- just the normal day-to-day abuse that is the reality of global garment production.
Do these things happen in factories producing uniforms for the US market?  We can assure you they do.  To cite just a few examples:  in Bangladesh the year before last, in a factory supplying Bob Barker, a fire claimed the lives of 300 workers.  In a factory in Haiti supplying Cintas, workers are not allowed to speak to one another on the job, are not provided with clean drinking water, and are forced to work 10 to 11 hours per day without receiving overtime pay.  A factory in El Salvador supplying VF Corporation shut down and left workers without back pay or unemployment compensation because the workers organized a union.
We at ILRF have tried to work productively with the garment industry for over a decade on voluntary codes of conduct and ‘self policing’ strategies to improve conditions in these factories, and our years of experience tell us clearly that these voluntary corporate initiatives are not enough.  None of the voluntary measures contain any truly meaningful sanction for bad behavior.  The need for voluntary initiatives to continue a business relationship with participating corporations has compromised their real ability to expose problems.  

One important factor that is not addressed by any of the voluntary compliance programs is buying practices.  This is an area where state legislation, with its power to regulate state purchasing, might play a powerful role in making a difference.  Currently in the garment industry, buying practices make a negative contribution to long-term change.  Both managers and buyers operating in a given factory on a given day may bear little relation to those in the same factory six months hence.  Also, it is common practice in the garment industry in particular to place last-minute orders and to insist on short turn-around times (the so-called “just-in-time” sourcing system); also, orders to suppliers may be cancelled at the last minute.  Thus, suppliers often face a feast-or-famine situation, gravitating between insufficient and excessive orders.  This leads to situations such as forced overtime, when employers must pressure workers to work round-the-clock to complete an overload of orders, and to non-payment of wages when orders are cancelled.  State procurement, providing as it does a consistent and non-fashion driven buying cycle, can address these problems if sourcing is monitored—this is something HB 290 would address.
Without binding regulation, buyers need not commit a single penny to improve factory conditions and bring factories into compliance with a code of conduct.  In fact, voluntary monitoring systems encourage a “cut-and-run” approach; if suppliers fail to be able to bring facilities into compliance, the systems simply need not certify the factories, thus discouraging buyers from using the facilities at all.  The programs all fail to obligate buyers to change buying practices in the ways necessary to remediate, for example, problems of chronic forced overtime.  
Nor can we simply rely on the enforcement of domestic laws in most developing countries.  Just as employers’ interests are the determining factor in the voluntary systems, so too do employers exercise much greater influence than workers in the political landscape of countries such as Colombia and even China.  Corporate behavior generally is hardly on the upswing, despite many years of exposes by human rights advocates; ILRF’s recent investigative work has uncovered cases of brutal exploitation of child workers, continued instances of forced labor, and torture and murder of trade unionists.  Consumers and taxpayers need and deserve an independent watchdog rather than the current ‘fox guarding the henhouse’ programs.  

That is why we are so grateful for the initiative by legislators of the State of Maryland to promote a new legislative remedy for worker rights abuses in the global supply chains that sell products to the State of Maryland, HB 290.  It is truly a pleasure to find ourselves in a political moment where the debate is no longer, is binding legislation necessary? but rather, what shape should such legislation take.  
There are sufficient precedents in other state and municipal legislation to begin to move toward the long-term goal of ending the trade in sweatshop-made goods.  As I noted earlier, over 180 states and municipalities have already adopted sweatfree procurement policies.  This is not only good for workers, but good for the state and good for business.  By ensuring that tax dollars do not subsidize profiteering from human rights abuses, HB 290 will help create a more stable and sustainable business environment.  By establishing a sweatfree manufacturing code of conduct and requiring vendors to disclose factory locations and wages, the bill will create an even playing field for all bidders.  No one will be able to undercut anyone else with sweatshop products.  


The State of Maryland can also use this as an opportunity to demonstrate its leadership by joining with Maine, Pennsylvania and other state and municipal governments to establish a new monitoring Consortium to enforce the code of conduct.  States, cities, counties, local government agencies, and even school districts are considering this step, as they face the challenge of finding resources for, and expertise in, factory monitoring and remediation programs.  The time is ripe for the passage of HB 290, as a consortium of states, local governments, and school districts is being established that will help to fulfill legislative commitments to end taxpayer support for sweatshops.  By pooling resources and expertise, public institutions will be able to ensure that all vendors have access to reliable and up-to-date information about sweatfree suppliers.  A professional and independent human rights monitor will provide this information to all consortium members.  Collaboration with other public entities will also foster common standards across the nation, helping businesses to expand by using a single set of information to comfortably bid on jobs to any and all consortium members.  
ILRF and SweatFree Communities are deeply engaged in this new initiative, and I will add personally that after twenty years of work to tackle the problem of global sweatshops through legislative approaches, voluntary approaches, and even litigation, I feel this effort represents a tremendous breakthrough.  We strongly encourage the State of Maryland to consider rapid passage of HB 290 and we look forward to working with the State of Maryland as it leads the way on a new path forward for worker rights.
