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Every major faith tradition includes in its teachings the call for fair treatment of working people. From Jeremiah's "Woe to him...who makes his neighbor serve him for nothing, and does not give him his wages," to Timothy's admonition that the rich "are to do good, to be rich in good deeds, liberal and generous," to the Prophet Muhammad's "When you hire, compensate the workers and treat them fairly," our holy writings are rich in guidance for behavior toward workers. Our biblical tradition tells story after story of the ethical imperative to stand on behalf of those who are voiceless and who find themselves on the economic margins of society. 

In today’s global economy, multinational corporations routinely move production facilities to areas where labor is cheapest and environmental safeguards are weakest. Tens of millions of workers are employed making many of the items we routinely purchase. But to produce those goods, these workers suffer under conditions that religious people have always condemned-- child labor, insufficient or un-enforced worker protections, forced overtime labor, lack of freedom of association.  Their communities suffer short and long-term environmental degradation and abysmal health impacts.

I personally recall standing atop a hill in northern Mexico and asking the workers at a plant there why the stream running through their village that supplies their drinking and bath water was colored red. They said you can tell the day of the week by the color of the stream—each day a different chemical, each one a different color, was dumped into the water.    

It was because we are called upon as people of faith to care for those who cannot stand up for themselves that the Presbytery of Baltimore, composed of more than 70 churches totaling 20,000 members in Central and Western Maryland, is supporting HB 290. We are unwilling to accept the existence of sweatshops as the inevitable and intractable result of the globalization of manufacturing.

We believe that every person has value and that every person has the right to be treated fairly. We have all heard the stories of workers in sweatshops who are beaten, raped, forced to work long hours in dangerous and cramped spaces and who often are not paid for their labor. Many of these workers are young women. Many are children; children who should be enjoying their childhoods playing and going to school, not toiling for pennies in some dusty, dingy sweatshop.

For more than 20 years, the Presbyterian Church has been developing practices that support a safe and just working environment for the workers of the global factory as well as being a strong voice for protecting the environment. The church has already established an effective program called “Enough for Everyone” that encourages Presbyterian entities to be conscientious consumers of responsibly produced products. Across the country several Catholic dioceses have already or are right now developing similar standards to inform their purchasing of school uniforms. 

We in the faith community see HB 290 as another way we can translate our words and beliefs into actions that demonstrate our Christian values and speak to our individual and corporate attempts to live the Gospel in our everyday lives.

That is why the Presbytery of Baltimore has petitioned our national church to join the Sweat Free Consortium. We urge you to pass this bill so that Maryland—a state with a long history of strong connections to communities of faith—can join with other states that have publicly stated that they stand for justice and value human beings.

Thank you. 
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