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How much do you know about the shirt you just bought? The cotton may have been picked by
a seven year old child in Uzbekistan, forced out of school to handpick cotton for an industry
causing an ecological disaster whilst only benefiting a corrupt regime. The fabric may have
been cut and sewn together by garment workers earning a poverty wage for 80 hour weeks,
refused the right to organise and fired if they protest. In clothing production, this kind of
exploitation is the norm, not an exception. 

UK retailers exacerbate the problem, by constantly demanding cheaper clothes delivered more
quickly. These demands intensify the exploitation of people involved at each stage of
production, and make it impossible for individual factories or plantations to implement better
wages and conditions, in the face of retailers’ threats of switching supplier.  

This year we celebrate the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the trans-atlantic slave-trade.
Yet the clothes we wear are produced by people who are forced to work too hard for too little,
at times in conditions that risk their lives. Will you allow this to continue?

Child labourers in Uzbekistan queue
to have their cotton weighed
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The UK and the rest of Europe is the
main destination for Uzbekistan's

dirty cotton 

“It's so hot in the
fields and the

chemicals
burn your

skin if they
touch it”

Complaint
by one

child
EJF, White Gold- 

The true cost
of cotton  

According
to the Environmental

Justice Foundation (EJF),
tens of thousands of children,

some as young as seven, are taken
out of school and forced to work in the

cotton fields for little or no money during
the harvest. The period can last up to

three months, during which older children
live in dormitories or classrooms under
harsh conditions. The combined effect
of exhausting work, a poor diet, lack

of clean water and exposure to
toxic pesticides has a
dramatic impact on

health. 

Uzbekistan
is the world's second

largest cotton exporter. More
than US$1 billion is generated

through cotton export, yet most of the
cotton labourers live in poverty, receiving

only the official state wage, equivalent to
US$6 per month. The corrupt and dictatorial
government has set up a system of
compulsory state procurement, ensuring that
a few rich businessmen with close
connections to the government are
capturing all the profits. According to

the World Bank, nearly a third of the
rural population are “unable to

meet their basic consumption
needs”. 

The
cotton industry has

also caused an ecological
disaster. The Aral Sea, once the

world's fourth largest inland lake,
providing the region with fish and water,

has shrunk to 15% of its original size. The
salinity of water and soil has increased, and
as desperate farmers apply more water to
their fields, they exacerbate the problem.
This leads to infertile soil and areas of
salty desert contaminated with pesticide

residues. Toxic, salty dust poisons the
population around the Aral sea,

and in some regions half of
deaths are respiratory

in nature. 

from
seed...

UZBEKISTAN

the cost
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-The Aral Sea in
1989 (right)

and 2003 (far
right)
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The environmental costs of cotton production. 

• Cotton production uses more than 10% of the
world’s pesticides and 25% of insecticides. 

• Many of the pesticides used in poor countries
were developed as chemical weapons during World
War Two and are banned in the US and the EU.

• These chemicals pose a hazard to workers and
the surrounding community by contaminating
waterways. One teaspoon of Aldicarb on the
skin is enough to kill an adult, yet this pesticide
continues to be used in cotton production. 

• Only about 27% of cotton is grown under rain-
fed conditions. The rest is produced in irrigated
fields, which leads to greater water losses through
seepage, evaporation and poor water
management. 

child 
labour

environmental
destruction
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A girl signs
a receipt

agreeing to
pick a certain quota

of cotton

Information about cotton production is based on research by the Environmental Justice Foundation from their Pick Your
Cotton Carefully campaign and the report ‘White Gold - the true cost of cotton.’2



“Overtime is not
an option. When

management
decides,

workers are
bound to

work extra
hours or

lose their
jobs” 

Worker in a
Bangladeshi

factory

Child labour in the global cotton trade

• Children from the age of seven are forced to
assist the harvest in all five Central Asian
states.

• In 2004, almost 40% of all Tajikistan's cotton
was harvested by children.

• A 2001 report in Egypt estimated that one
million children aged between seven and 12
were employed controlling cotton pests.  

• Over 240,000 children work in cotton production
in the Indian state of Andrah Pradesh.

EJF, White Gold - The true cost of cotton

The
Bangladeshi garment

industry employs 40% of the
industrial workforce, and makes up

70% of Bangladesh's export earnings.
Despite this income, the Bangladeshi

garment industry is infamous for inadequate
safety standards and low wages. The minimum

wage equivalent to £7 per month remained
unchanged for 13 years despite a doubling in the
cost of living. Although workers’ protests last year
led to a recommendation that the minimum wage
be increased, this increase would only raise
wages to a third of the estimated real living
wage. Many garment factories are in Export

Processing Zones, regions where laws
are changed to attract foreign

investors for instance by
disallowing trade

unions. 

Sadly,
Bangladesh is only

one example of the poverty
wages, long hours and denial of

basic rights that are endemic in the
garment industry. Similar conditions are

found all over the world, including South East
Asia, Eastern Europe and Africa. For example,
most of the UK’s high street shops source
some of their clothing from China, where the
workforce is mainly young female migrant
workers, who are particularly vulnerable to
expoitation. Ah Yun, a typical migrant

worker in China, receives a monthly
wage which is barely half of the legal

minimum. She works overtime
an average of 25 days a

month.

Labour Behind the Label approached the UK's
major high street and supermarket clothing
chains, and found that hard work for low pay
and limits on organising is the norm in the
garment industry:

Even though more than half of the firms were
members of the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), a
multi-stakeholder forum where companies, trade
unions and labour right groups can work together
to solve problems in global supply chains:

• 89% of firms did not show evidence of any real
efforts to pay workers a living wage.

• 89% of firms showed no evidence of real efforts
to ensure workers could organise in trade unions.

of cotton

3

BANGLADESH

...to 
shirt

trade union
repression

low 
wages

long
hours

Information about conditions in garment factories is based on research by
Labour Behind the Label,
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You can now get
clothes labelled
“Fairtrade”, “organic”  or
“ethical”; each of these

labels showing that clothes
were produced in ways that minimise damage to
workers and the environment.

200 years after the abolition of slavery, one would
expect that less exploitative production practices
were the norm. Yet, “ethical clothing” remains a
niche market, for well-informed “ethical
consumers” who can afford to choose. At the
same time, clothing retailers are pushing in the
opposite direction, by demanding that clothes are
produced more quickly and more cheaply.

The Environment
Organic cotton is grown without the use of

pesticides or artificial fertilizers. So organic cotton
production is less harmful to the environment,

workers and the surrounding communities
as toxic pesticides are no longer

used. It also limits water use
as organic farming

improves the soil’s
ability to retain

moisture. 

cleaner  clothes

The cotton
growers

The FAIRTRADE Mark guarantees:

• that farmers get a fair and stable price for
their products.

• extra income in the form of a Social
Premium farmers can invest as they chose.

• a greater respect for the environment in the
production process.

• small farmers a stronger position in world
markets.

• a closer link between consumers and
producers.

The FAIRTRADE Mark gives consumers a
guarantee of basic decent conditions in the
cotton fields. It ensures that forced child labour
has not been used, and that a larger share of the
profits goes to farmers and their communities so
they can improve their living conditions. 

Fairtrade certified producers are also required to
choose appropriate non-harmful chemicals or
biological alternatives whenever possible, and
demonstrate progress towards environmental
improvement. In addition, Fairtrade cotton farming
helps reduce water loss through better water
management techniques.
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Khima Ranchhod lives on his four-acre farm
with his wife Jan and children.

Khima has farmed cotton all his life, like his father
before him. Khima used to sell his seed cotton to
local traders and often received a poor price. “We
would deliver the cotton by bullock cart but the
trader would always find a reason to give us a bad
price.”

He now sells his entire crop to Agrocel Pure and
Fair Cotton Association, for a higher, stable price
and has converted the farm to organic production
with the help of Agrocel’s field officers.  
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Clothing retailers have a responsibility. They should
know the history of the products they sell, and take
active steps to ensure that their supply chain is
free from human exploitation and environmental
destruction.

A few retailers are now selling small ranges of
clothes made from Fairtrade and organically
certified cotton, yet the vast majority are not taking
their responsibility seriously. Producers and workers
being paid enough to live and take care of their
families are an exception, as is cotton production
which is not poisoning workers and local communities.

UK retailers are exacerbating the problem, by
constantly demanding cheaper clothes delivered
more quickly. This demand is intensifying the
exploitation of people involved at each stage of
production, and makes it impossible for individual
factories or plantations to implement better wage-
policies, as they face the threat of retailers
switching to a different supplier.  

Consumers who want to choose cleaner clothes
face a difficult task. If they are lucky, they can find
clothes made with Fairtrade or organic labelled
cotton. Yet, even if they have the time to do their
research, it’s difficult to find out about conditions
after the cotton left the field. Retailers must
provide this information, and more importantly,
incorporate basic decent conditions at each stage
of production throughout their entire clothing range. 

Factories cannot improve conditions as well as
driving down costs and speeding up deliveries, so it
is crucial that retailers do not simply pass on
demands for better conditions to factories.
Retailers need to address their own purchasing
practices and support their suppliers in meeting
higher wage and environmental standards. 

Our demands to retailers:

• To provide transparency from seed to shirt.
Retailers must know the history of their product,
and make this information available to
customers. 

• To work with suppliers to ensure that workers
and producers at every stage of production have
their basic rights respected, including the right to
a living wage.

• To ensure that no forced child labour has been
used at any stage of production.

• To ensure that producers, workers and
surrounding communities are not put at risk
through environmental destruction or the use of
poisonous pesticides. 

cleaner  clothes

Factories
There is currently no

certification scheme guaranteeing
standards for workers in factories. The

FAIRTRADEMark currently found on some
high street clothes only certifies the

cotton, not the garment itself. However
several small retailers and companies aim
to sell clothes produced by workers who

are guaranteed basic rights such as a living
wage. These companies often work in close
partnership with their suppliers in order to

achieve this. These clothes are often described
as “Ethical clothes” or “Ethical Fashion”.

While many of these companies are leading
the way, the lack of official certification leaves

it up to consumers to find out what each company
means by the term “ethical”, and whether their

clothes are as clean as they claim. 

P
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Retailers

Khima sees a brighter future now that Agrocel is
supplying his cotton to the UK Fairtrade market. 

“We will benefit economically, but more than this
we will be able to improve the education of the
children in the village.”

And Khima is looking forward to replacing the
thatched roof on his mud-walled house with tiles:

“A higher income means we will be able to
increase production by buying more organic manure
to improve the soil - then we will be able to make
improvements to our house.”

Redressing a Global Imbalance: The Case for Fairtrade Certified
Cotton, Fairtrade Foundation



Spread the word

Organise a cotton-evening.

Show the award winning short film“White
Gold - the true cost of cotton”. Give a talk

about conditions in garment factories, and have
group discussions on what you can do about it. 

Arrange a clothes-swap.

Ask people to bring clothes they don’t use
so that everyone can renew their wardrobe

ethically. You could combine this with a talk,
showing the film, or handing out fliers.

Organise a Clean Fashion Show.

There is a range of stylish and affordable
Fairtrade, organic and non-sweatshop

clothes out there, and putting on a show does not
need to be difficult. You can read about what other
groups have done and get more ideas in the People
& Planet Fairtrade Student Action Guide:
peopleandplanet.org/fairtrade/guide.php

Put on an event on International
Women’s day.

85% of workers in Bangladesh’s garment
sector are women. In general, female workers are
at the bottom of the world’s exploitative supply
chains. Run an awareness-raising event or an
action on 8 March, International Women’s day.

Run an assembly in your school.

Let the rest of the school know about the
conditions for the workers and producers 

involved in making the clothes they buy.

Changing clothes.

Research the history of the uniforms and
merchandise used in your school or

university. Get in touch with the providers and ask
for information about the conditions of workers and
producers. Research your university or college’s
sports gear, talk to the sports teams and ask them
to play it fair.

For more information and action ideas, and to tell
us what action you’ve taken, visit our website:
peopleandplanet.org/tradejustice/highcost

taking action
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Take to the streets:
Target 
Primark

Hitting the shops: Action Ideas
Hand out fliers outside your nearest

Primark, explaining the appalling treatment
of cotton producers around the world and
workers in garment factories supplying
Primark. Our flier also has a convenient

hook on the top, so as well as handing it out, you
can hang it somewhere where you can reach even
more people.

Carry posters and banners saying “Stop
selling dirty clothes” or even “We demand
clean pants” in order to get attention.
Encourage shoppers to question staff about
the history of the products they sell. 

-clean
up

your
act!

Why choose a target? 

As well as raising awareness, we need a target in
order to have a direct impact. The high street
retailer GAP is a good example of how targeting is
effective. 

Following a lot of bad press from the early 1990s
onwards, GAP became synonymous with
sweatshops in shoppers’ minds. Concerned
consumers started targeting GAP, asking questions
in shops, boycotting and writing letters to
managers.  

Research by Labour Behind the Label shows that
GAP is now one of the more progressive companies
on the UK high street when it comes to
implementation of a living wage, workers’ ability to
organise and monitoring and verification
programmes. 

They still have a long way to go, as this is not
applied systematically and is limited only to
conditions in garment factories, however they have
made a good start because of consumer pressure,
bad press and campaigning.
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Good answers to tricky questions
Q: Primark is a member of the Ethical Trading
Initiative. Doesn’t that show they are taking their
responsibility seriously?

A: The ETI is an alliance of companies, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and trade
unions. It exists to promote and improve the
implementation of corporate codes of practice
which cover supply chain working conditions. Its
goal is to ensure that the working conditions of
workers producing for the UK market meet or
exceed international labour standards. However, ETI
membership is no guarantee that working conditions
are acceptable. Firstly, while member companies
must commit to working towards the standards set
by the ETI, membership in itself does not guarantee
that these standards are actually being met. No ETI
comapny can claim that production units in their
supply chain comply with their on-paper codes.
Secondly, member firms of ETI are not changing
their purchasing practices; they continue to demand
fast and cheap fashion whilst simultaneously
demanding better conditions for workers. 

Q: Won’t allowing strong trade unions and higher wages
just encourage firms to shift production elsewhere?

A: It could do, and that is why we are focusing on
the responsibility of retailers rather than individual
factories and farms. If retailers see basic workers’
rights and decent pay as a requirement in order to
buy from a factory or farm, we will see a shift away
from the “race to the bottom” where countries lower
standards in order to be more competitive. Also,
the economic concept of “efficiency wages” shows
how paying workers well can increase productivity. 

Q: Isn’t it impossible for retailers to have an
overview of, and control over, their entire supply
chain, because it would simply be too complicated?

A: If retailers want this information, they can get it
(they can with food, so why not with fabric?) and it
is their responsibility to do so. When it comes to
control over the conditions throughout the supply
chain, it is simply a question of the requirements
they have of those they trade with.     

“Look Good – Pay Less”

Primark has expanded rapidly throughout the UK,
Ireland and Spain, thanks to the cheap, fashionable
clothes they provide. The Daily Mirror even wrote an
article entitled “Why we all adore Primark”.

However, the pay and treatment of the workers
making Primark's clothes is less adorable than
Primark’s cheap fashion.

For an idea of how Primark's buying policy works,
look at this story about the attitude of its managing
director in the Irish newspaper, The Post: 

“One story tells of how [Managing Director] Ryan
was approached by a factory owner with a product
costing £5 to be sold for £10. Ryan reportedly told
him he was not interested unless he came back
with a product that cost £3 and could be sold for
£7. ‘I don't care how you go about it – just do it’
he said.” 

Why target Primark?

Firstly, they are not living up to their
responsibilities. Primark have signed up to a code
of conduct saying that workers should not be
expected regularly to work more than 48 hours a
week. Yet research by Labour Behind the Label
shows that workers supplying Primark are working
12 to 16 hours a day and are being cheated out of
their overtime pay. 

Secondly, whilst other High Street retailers source
their products from factories with equally low
standards, or even the same factories as Primark,
the fast fashion approach driven by brands like
Primark is dragging the price level down throughout
the retail sector. 

According to Labour Behind the Label, the average
price for womenswear has fallen by a third in the
last decade, whilst factories are expected to deliver
orders more quickly. This demand for low prices
and a quick turnaround ultimately leads to lower
wages for workers in all garment factories. 

Primark’s demand for rock-bottom prices and a
fast turnaround is fueling a “race to the bottom.”

Put on “invisible theatre” in the shop

This is a great way to raise shoppers’
awareness without directly confronting
them. 

Scenario 1: Go in pairs, and look at clothes whilst
having a conversation about the exploitation
throughout the supply chain, and how Primark’s
practices are keeping standards low.

Scenario 2: Fill your basket with clothes. Go to the
till with the intention to buy, but first question staff
or the manager whether they can guarantee that no
forced child labour has been involved in production,
or that workers producing them have basic rights.
Decline to buy when you don’t get a guarantee. 

National Day of Action: 10 March
2007

By running a nationally coordinated
action we increase our visibility and
effectiveness - so if you are able to,
make sure you and your group take
action at your nearest Primark that day. 

!
When you take action in shops, be polite and
friendly to staff. They are workers in the supply
chain too, and are not the ones benefiting from
the exploitation further down. Always ask the
staff to take your questions to the manager. 
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People & Planet is a dynamic student campaigning network, taking action on the root causes of poverty, injustice
and environmental destruction. Our network consists of campaigning groups in universities, colleges and sixth
forms, as well as individual campaigners. 

People & Planet’s trade justice campaign aims to:

• Guarantee more producers and workers basic rights
• Ensure a commitment to fair trading practices within the UK’s schools, colleges and universities
• Influence wider policy and behaviour

If you want any advice on the campaign or have any questions we would love to hear from you. Please do let us
know about any action you have taken too.

email: tradejustice@peopleandplanet.org
tel: 01865 245678
post: 51 Union St, Oxford, OX4 1JP
web: peopleandplanet.org/tradejustice/highcost

Support People &Planet: Help us to campaign and support your campaigning (by producing free resources like
this guide) by putting on a fundraising event, volunteering at a festival or making a donation:
peopleandplanet.org/supportus

Our partners
The Environmental Justice Foundation is a registered charity
dedicated to empowering people in the world’s poorest
countries to protect their environment and defend human rights. 

As part of their ‘Pick Your Cotton Carefully’ campaign they have produced the report “White Gold - the true cost
of cotton” that uncovers forced child labour, human rights abuses and environmental destruction in Uzbekistan,
and produced an award winning short film of the same title.

Another report on pesticide use, “The Deadly Chemicals in Cotton” is due to be released in early February 2007.

You can download and read the reports for free and watch the film on their website: www.ejfoundation.org

Labour Behind the Label is a campaign that supports garment workers' efforts worldwide to
improve their working conditions, through awareness raising, information provision and
encouraging international solidarity between workers and consumers.

Their members include trade unions and their local branches, consumer organisations,
womens groups, campaign groups, and charities. They have recently produced the

extensive report “Let's Clean Up Fashion: the state of pay behind the UK high street” as well as carrying out
the research behind War on Want’s report  “Fashion Victims: The true cost of cheap clothes at Tesco, Asda
and Primark”

Read the reports and more about their work on their website: www.labourbehindthelabel.org

This project is funded by the

EU. The views expressed here

do not necessarily reflect

those of the European Union.
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