Sweatshops &

Accountability?
Fact: Notre Dame belongs to the Fair Labor Association (FLA), but not to the Worker Rights Consortium (WRC).

The FLA has reluctantly recommended public disclosure, but only of the factory locations and not the working conditions within. Meanwhile the WRC is working for public disclosure of not just locations, but also working conditions – including hours of work per week, regular wages, overtime pay, worker’s ages, benefits, safety violations and more. The FLA shows no sign of agreeing to this additional disclosure. So long as our University belongs only to the FLA, Notre Dame students will not know what is happening in our apparel-producing factories.

Accountability?
The FLA will only say once per year whether a company meets its standards or does not. It will not release monitoring reports. If a company fails to meet the FLA’s standards, then the FLA gives the company a second chance to clean up their mess. If the company patches over the problem, then the public will never hear of it. In addition, the FLA will take at least two years to determine whether corporations meet its standards, and for those two years it will not publicly disclose any useful information. By contrast, the WRC will publicly disclose monitoring reports and has already started to do so.  In January, it sent a delegation to investigate the conditions at Kukdong, a factory in Mexico where workers were fired for supporting an independent union. Already the WRC has released a preliminary report. If we join the WRC, then we will be able to read monitoring reports or news stories based on them, thus enabling us to hold our universities and corporations accountable.

Accountability?
The FLA’s governing board consists primarily of corporate representatives and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Its bylaws give corporations veto power over major decisions. This will make it very difficult to improve the FLA’s standards, and these are currently much weaker than those of the WRC. In addition, the FLA relies upon corporations for a large part of its funding, thus compromising its integrity.

By contrast, the WRC guarantees its credibility by insuring its independence from apparel corporations. The governing board excludes corporations, but includes administrators, students, and worker allies. The WRC does not accept corporate funding.

The role that Nike has played in the creation of the FLA and attacking the WRC shows which monitoring system represents the interests of corporations, and which represents the workers. Notre Dame joined the FLA four days after Nike sent a letter to all universities and colleges asking them to join. When the University of Oregon decided to take a stand and join the WRC, Nike CEO Phil Knight declared that he had previously given Oregon $30 million, but that he would never again donate money to his alma mater. Nike also stopped sponsoring Brown University’s athletic program when Brown joined the WRC. Why does Nike fear the WRC?

The FLA is only “accountable” to corporations like Nike, whereas the WRC is accountable to administrators, students, and most critically: the workers.

Accountability?
Almost two years ago Notre Dame created an anti-sweatshop taskforce. The membership of this committee is indicative of the University’s intentions on this issue. Most universities included members of the student anti-sweatshop movement on their committee, or handled the issue with direct negotiations between the administration and student activists. Although Notre Dame’s taskforce can only make recommendations and has no decision-making power, President Fr. Malloy refused to place any student activists on the committee. Meanwhile he included three non-voting representatives of corporations (Adidas, Follett, and Champion).

Notre Dame’s current approach shows that we care more for our relationship with sweatshop corporations than for student anti-sweatshop activists. This is despite the fact that these same students have MADE the anti-sweatshop movement and created the leading anti-sweatshop monitoring organization: the WRC. 

If Notre Dame joins the WRC the struggle is not over as the University must create a committee to enforce any violations of its code of conduct. If Notre Dame is to be accountable, it should include student activists on this committee.

If you don’t want Notre Dame’s Accountability to Disappear…
Notre Dame should, like 71 colleges and universities have done so far, commit itself to lifting the veil of secrecy hiding sweatshops from public view by taking a stand on accountability.  Notre Dame should join the Worker Rights Consortium.

Rally to Support WRC Membership

Thursday - February 22
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Sponsored by the Progressive Student Alliance – working with students against sweatshops at over a hundred campuses.
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