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Introduction

The following case studies have been shared by students who have run or are still running campaigns to get their schools to join the Worker Rights Consortium (WRC). Not only do the students mention their successful tactics, but they also discuss what they wish to have done better. 

Hopefully, students who wish to start a WRC campaign or are in the midst of one will find these case studies useful in planning their strategies.

We'd like to thank the students who took the time to share their experiences. We hope you find them useful.
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University of Arizona

Prepared by Tim Bartley

Current Status:

WRC affiliate

Background of Campus Group:

Students Against Sweatshops at the University of Arizona was founded in the fall of 1997.  Early on, the focus was on the Nike contract the U of  A was considering signing.  The primary focus of SAS is on sweatshops in the collegiate apparel industry, although we have also worked on other issues in coalition with local labor, human rights, and environmental groups.

Typically, SAS has been disproportionately made up of grad students.  The majority of members have usually been white, and men have often been over-represented in leadership positions.

At the time of the WRC campaign (roughly, Nov. 1999 – May 2000), there were around 25-40 active members, with over 100 people on the email listserve.

Allies:

During the WRC campaign, we received lots of support from local labor groups.  The

Southern Arizona Central Labor Council endorsed a resolution calling for Likins to join the WRC.  Individual unions also supported us, with members of the Teamsters, IBEW, and other locals speaking at our rallies.  A number of other campus and community organizations (including the Committee to Organize Graduate Students) and faculty members also signed letters endorsing the WRC.  The Faculty Senate Task Force on Monitoring Labor and Human Rights Issues also served as an indirect ally by recommending that the university join the WRC in the midst of our campaign.

Opponents: 

There was no serious organized opposition apart from the foot-dragging administration.

Target:  U of A President Peter Likins; sub-target: Licensing Director Mike Low

WRC Campaign:

In Nov. 1999, we held a rally on the lawn of the Administration building to announce its support for the WRC.  At a retreat in Jan. 2000, we made the WRC our “primary campaign.  In Feb., we had another rally on the admin lawn.  In early March, SAS members met with President Likins, presenting him with a large packet of information on sweatshop workers and the WRC, and demanded an informed answer on WRC affiliation by March 31st.  (Later that month, the Faculty Senate Taskforce on Monitoring Labor and Human Rights Issues—which includes some SAS members—provided the president with more information on the WRC.)  Around this time, we also gathered endorsements of the WRC from faculty, campus groups, and community groups.

The central point in our campaign was the formation of the College of Worker Rights, which was open around the clock from April 4-6.  We constructed some minimal “buildings” on the administration lawn, decorated with pictures of sweatshop workers.  Here, we distributed literature on the WRC and related issues, spoke through a bullhorn about the WRC and the administration during class-changes, and engaged students in conversations about the global economy, sweatshops, the WRC, the FLA, etc.  We also invited students to write a message to President Likins on a ribbon and tie it to a nearby construction fence.  (These ribbons remained on the fence for several months.)  SAS members stayed at the College of Worker Rights for nearly three days straight, even enduring an egg and water-balloon attack by passing students.  (One SAS member was quick enough to wake from his sleep and catch the attacker a couple of blocks away!)

The College of Worker Rights, and the previous demonstrations, did a lot toward informing the campus about the WRC.  In addition, these rather mild demonstrations were particularly significant because of the administration’s fear of another sit-in (like the one of April 1999).  (This tendency of previous civil disobedience to enhance the significance of later events seems particularly important to me.)

On April 14th, the Faculty Senate Task Force on Monitoring Labor and Human Rights Issues (“the Task Force”) sent a letter to President Likins, recommending that he join the WRC and outlining some reasons for doing so.

At the end of May, Likins announced that he intended to join the WRC, although he didn’t officially do so until July.

This is roughly the series of events that led up to the University of Arizona joining the WRC.  Of course, many other things were important—decent press coverage (at least in amount), the “commitments” signed by the President to end the April 1999 sit-it (which called for the university to seek out “alternative means” to the FLA.), etc.

Even after the U of A affiliated with the WRC, the administration continued to communicate skepticism about it.  This skepticism began to diminish once Rich Appelbaum, from the WRC Governing Board, visited campus in October, 2000.  He came as part of a speaker series organized by the Task Force (Sam Brown from the FLA came later).  In addition to his public presentation, Appelbaum met privately with Likins to talk about the WRC.  Likins has stated that he became more optimistic about the WRC after meeting with Appelbaum, and similar sentiments have been expressed by members of the Task Force who were skeptical of the WRC.

________________________________________________________________________  

Florida State University

Prepared by Tony Williams

Current Status: 

In the middle of our campaign (and trying to figure out how to finish it)

Background of campus group:

Grew out of the campus Amnesty International group in Fall '99.  Completely fell apart by the end of the year, and accomplished nothing.  A group of about five (mostly freshman and sophomores, one of whom was female; all were white) began meeting in Fall '00 to try to bring back the sweatshop issue.  After plenty of meetings over the semester to get basic organizational stuff together, we really got going during the Spring semester this year.  Meetings vary in size.  We've had problems getting people to come consistently.  Leadership roles have been assumed by one or two people, which is unfortunate.  Not too many people have become heavily active in researching the school and the issue, so most suggestions for activities come from those one or two people.

Allies:  

Our main ally is Prof. O'Rourke, our faculty sponsor.  He's been one of the main people on campus (student or faculty) whose pressed the issue.  Another ally, of sorts, was the Apparel Committee.  Prof. O'Rourke was on this committee, but our group had no representation.  Other student groups were occasional allies, but support hasn't been too consistent; Center for Participant Education and the Women's Center have been great 

helping fund speaking events.

Opponents:  

No one has directly come out against us. It's been more of a "we'll look into it" delay approach by the administration.  They'll provide us with information we request, but never seem prepared to make any decisions.  And the Apparel Committee had one devout free-market business professor, but he eventually voted with everyone else.

Target: 

President Sandy D'Alemberte.  He makes the decision (with the advice of others), so he gets to deal with us.

Tactics:  

We pretty much started when FSU Amnesty International decided to have an anti-Nike protest with us, even though 1) the one FSU AI officer who's active in our group advised against the protest since it was sloppily put together and 2)we never really knew or participate- most of us found out by reading about the planned protest in the student newspaper.  So the protest sucked, but we did get coverage in the paper, the FSView.

Some of us have consistently emailed D'Alemberte because he answers his own 

email.  We ended up getting a meeting with him this way (but the meeting seems to have been another delay tactic).

We've also been active against Sodexho-Marriott, our school's food service provider.  Through these actions, we've built a few temporary coalitions and gotten more coverage in the FSView.

One of our members writes for the FSView, which is where the articles came from (she became interested after first covering us for the paper).

That's been about it.  We had our protest, a Marriott boycott with a number of other groups, met with the President, and gotten a few stories in the student paper.  Also of note is that the Apparel Committee passed a resolution at the end of this past school year saying that FSU should remain in the FLA but also join the WRC.  We'll use this in the Fall!

Things we'd do differently:  Form lasting coalitions, since they've all fallen apart.  Network more with student groups to expand the issue to its many facets.  Associate more with local labor groups, including the state AFL-CIO.  Talk to the faculty more, since several members seem as if they'd help.  Encourage more people to become seriously active, so that it doesn't seem like one or two people are running things.

Things that have been helpful: Prof. O'Rourke.  Financial support from FSU Amnesty International, Center for Participant Education, and the Women's Center.  Campus groups and the state AFL-CIO, and AFSCME, for participating in the Marriott boycott (and the local businesses that offered discounts to boycotters).  Articles in the FSView. D'Alemberte answering his own email.

________________________________________________________________________

Kent State University

Prepared by Meghan Zimmerman

Current Status: 

KSU has decided to join the WRC, but has yet to act on its decision.

Background: 

In the fall of 2000 a Conflict Management course, Nonviolence Theory and Practice, took on the task of starting a sweat-free campaign.  During this class, much of the background work was done: information about sweatshops and their use in university apparel, information about the bookstore, profit from the bookstore, different examples of codes of conduct. This class also started a petition and held a protest/ fashion show in the university plaza.  During this time a secret committee was formed by the university to do its own research about sweatshop use.  At the end of the fall semester, one of the students from the nonviolence class was commissioned to start an organization on campus that would continue the sweat-free campaign.  This was the birth of CHANGE, the Coalition for a Humane And New Global Economy.  CHANGE was comprised of a variety of homogenous people.  We had first year through senior year status members, nontraditional students, and professors.  The ratio of men to women was fairly equal, but sided slightly with the women.  The make up was predominately Caucasian.  At each meeting we had about ten people.  The mission of this coalition is to end human rights abuses and promote equality by focusing on economic issues.  Our fist task was to get the university to adopt a code of conduct and sign onto a reliable, independent monitor.

Allies: 

Late Night Christian Fellowship This group brought large numbers to our events, members from late night became involved with the sweat-free campaign, and they helped us to raise money for our expenses. 

AntiRacist Action ARA also brought people to our events, ran articles about our progress in their newsletter, and took part in our events.

Women Movement Network Took part in a major event and supported us.  

May 4th Task Force Allowed us to announce our victory at their annual May 4th Commemoration.

Kent Stater Newspaper Reporter We had a reporter from the school newspaper whom took a great deal of interest in our campaign.

AFSCME joined with us for our April 4th action.  

International Students in Education Allowed us to decorate for their International week.

Students for Eliminating Environmental Destruction invited CHANGE to set up a table at their Earth Day.

Opponents:

We did not have anyone working actively against us that we were aware of.

Target: 

Our main focus was the president of the university, Carol Cartwright.  However, after CHANGE came to be a second committee was formed to make a recommendation to Cartwright on whether or not to have a code of conduct and a monitoring organization and which code and monitor to chose.  The Undergraduate Student Senate chose faculty, students, and administration to be on the committee.

Tactics:

To start our campaign we had the luck of having The Olympic Living Wage Project Tour coming through the northern part of Ohio.  On January 29th, Jim Keady and Leslie Kretzu came to Kent.  They spoke to classes, athletes and their coaches.  In the evening, Jim and Leslie did a large presentation.  About 300 people showed up for the event.  

FLYERS were used for everything!  Flyers were hung up for events we were having, but also general information about sweatshops and CHANGE.  Flyers were hung up in classrooms, dorms, the student center, library, and bathrooms.  We had an ad in the Stater (newspaper).  We handed out quarter sheets in the student center.  We got displays in the student center.  We had a sign made for an event.  We also had a website that would be updated on our progress.   

In late January, we had an interview (one of the many articles about CHANGE) about the sweatshop campaign and the University committee that was formed.  The article wasn’t negative or positive, but it got our name out.

We wrote letters to the editor. 

We continued to get signatures for the petition. 

We had a movie night showing Michael Moore’s The Big One.

We started working on a workshop developed by Indiana University, adapted it to Kent State, and presented the workshop to classes and other organizations.  

In March, we were invited by the International Students in Education to decorate for their International Week.  We created a great display of  the life of a KSU shirt starting with the company through the factory to the university shelf.  The President had to give a speech in front of the display.  It was a great photo op.  

We tried to table at least three times a week in the student center.  Our petition, upcoming events, information about CHANGE and sweatshops were always displayed on the table.  Our huge display we made for International Week was used.  We also showed “Zoned for Slavery” at the table.  

In March, we decided to divide into two groups.  One group would work with the committee and the other group took a more aggressive route.

We attended an open forum with the administration and the students.  We bombarded them with questions about the university and their involvement with the bookstore, the code of conduct, sweatshops, and the way they planned to remedy the sweatshop problems.  

In late March to signify the bureaucratic stalling, we red taped ourselves to polls outside in the students’ center.  We also handed out flyers saying why we were dong this and asked people to sign our petition.

In April we took part in the Student Labor Days of Action.  We had a week of actions.  Tuesday we showed videos about sweatshops, corporate power, and April 4th 1968.  Wednesday we had a rally in the plaza.  We had speakers from ARA, WMN, AFSCME, AAUP, faculty, SOA Watch, and CHANGE.  Later we had workshops on the SOA/Colombia, sweatshops/FTAA, and AFSCME unions and students working together.  On Thursday, we had speakers speak about immigrant workers in Ohio and the Missile Defense System.  On Friday, we had one more speaker talk about doing work with farmers on the U.S./Mexican boarder.  That night we had a benefit/ celebration party.

Towards the end of April, we attended an open forum of committee members to discuss only signing on with the WRC and not signing on with the FLA.

In early May, the night before the committee was going to make it’s final decision we chalked the names of everyone who signed the petition (over 1500) in the student center.  In the morning, members of CHANGE presented the petitions to the committee and read a statement.

On May 4th we announce at the commemoration that Kent had adopted a code of conduct, decided to join the WRC, and was planning on selling a line of fair trade clothing produced by the children of the Fair Trade Coffee farmers.

Things to do Differently: 

Try to develop coalitions with Black United Students, Spanish And Latino Students Association, and other minority organizations on campus.  Try to be a little more organized.  Spread the power.  Dividing into two groups was not very successful.  There ended up being two people working with the committee and everyone joined in the other activities.  Many ideas were never concretely decided on and therefore never carried out.  Tabling to get people to sign the petition did not work, some say we needed to be more aggressive.  In the weeks and months of tabling, we got maybe twenty signatures.  Receive more input about what was happening with the committee.  We needed more play time for the organization’s members.  COMMUNICATION.  

Things That Worked Well: 

Olympic Living Wage Project Tour, International Week, Red Tape, having an interested reporter, flyers, the information we had already looked up to give to the committee, central focus of CHANGE on the sweat-free campaign, reading the statement from CHANGE about why it was important to sign on with only the WRC and not the FLA to the committee the day they were going to decide.  

We had a very committed core group of people who keep the campaign going full speed ahead. Their dedication made it possible to get Kent to adopt a code and sign with the WRC in one intense semester.
________________________________________________________________________

San Diego State University

Prepared by Saeed Khan

Current Status: 

Our campaign is about 1 year old. We have been pushing hard for membership ever

since our inception. 

Background of Campus Group: 

Initially we dubbed ourselves “Students for Labor Rights” although our main goal was affiliation with the WRC and USAS. There was some confusion because we also went by “Students Against Sweatshops”. We also felt the name SAS was clearer on campus and did not diminish from any other labor rights struggles or campaigns. Our group is very diverse in terms of age and ethnicity. We have a nice balance of lower and upper classmen, hopefully one that will keep the group going for many years after SDSU becomes a WRC campus. We have a core group of about 15-20 people with an email list of about 300 people. The list is a vital party of our campaign to educate and connect to interested parties on campus and within our school and community

Allies: 

We have been blessed with many allies and friends such as:

SEAC (Student Environmental Action Coalition), Amnesty International,

the Campus Green Party, MECHA, Students for Economic Justice, 

Latin American Students Studies Org., Women’s Resource Center, the California Faculty Association and the Student Government. We are also building more bridges and are

working on the getting acquainted with the University Senate.

Opponents: 

I don’t really think we have any physical, tangible opponents. We have and are struggling against a vast amount of campus complacency and a conservative business-friendly mentality. We probably spend a good amount of time battling ignorance and apathy.

I suppose our opponents are the bookstore management (where licensed apparel is sold)

and the university President.  

Target: 

The President of the University and the Bookstore management are the targets and decision-makers. 

Tactics:
In the beginning, there were only a few of us. We had to build and “sell” our group to the campus. We spent a lot of time recruiting, advertising and educating people on the basics.

 The reasons why sweatshops are bad and exactly how bad they are and WRC criteria. 

We also learned about how corporate power creates and relates to labor rights. WTO,

IMF, WB, NAFTA, FTAA, free market economics, etc. We also had to get to know each other and define who we were as a group and what we stood for.

Our target was always those who had the power to make SDSU a WRC school. However, we are following a bureaucratic and diplomatic route to the top of the pyramid of power. We started with educating ourselves and then building ties with other groups who were like- minded. We drafted a proposal and then sought endorsements from as many groups as possible. We then presented this proposal to the student government and ask for endorsement. Soon after, we approached the bookstore management and asked for a spot on their agenda. Thus far we have been to two of their corporate board meetings, the first being a presentation. The bookstore agreed to form a “task group” to cope with the issue. They are expected to come forward with some kind of a decision soon. We also ask the President for a meeting, it was granted after some media attention. Presently, our group is waiting for the results from the bookstore task group. 

We have made ourselves known through a number of activities such as: a lively mock fashion show, a Gap protest (Saipan), Human Rights Week, A Human Rights Vigil with Amnesty, WRC rally on campus quad and march to bookstore, End-of-the-year BBQ. Coverage in the campus newspaper gave us a lot of recognition, which injected the issue into people’s consciousness. Additionally, just talking to people face-to-face the good old-fashioned way.

Things you would do differently:  

I truly believe that most of the decisions we have made have been constructive and productive. I think at times, we worried too much about getting support before challenging authority. Although a strong base of support is important, its the confrontation with the “powers that be” that is key. We made it very clear that we would not allow “them” to marginalize or discount us. Honestly, at this point in our campaign I think we have the upper hand and the task group is pissing their trousers. Personally, 

I think I should have been more aggressive when I met with the President but we were still “getting to know” each other and I was trying to be diplomatic and polite.

It is also important for us to have fun and enjoy being together and working on this campaign. Our meetings are informal and we ride a line of being productive yet still

enjoying our time together, after all most of us are full-time students and have jobs.

Things that were helpful to the campaign:  

The basics are always important. I’m glad we spent a lot of time discussing what we were doing and why and also how that relates to our lives and our futures. We still back track especially when we have guests or new-comers to the group. The creation of a many times seamless cohesion with other groups has been important. The campus newspaper was also monumental in publicizing our struggle. Even when the tone of the article (or lack thereof) was slanderous, it still served as fine advertising for the group. Even bad advertising is good advertising.




Notre Dame University

Prepared by Aaron  Kreider

Current Status: 

WRC affiliate

Background of Campus Group: 

The Notre Dame Progressive Student Alliance (PSA) is a multi-issue group that has existed for three years and focuses on sweatshops for the past two. On average, ten people attend our meetings. We lack racial diversity. Members share a wide range of political views, but we find unity through our campaigns. 

Allies: 

We did the main campaign work by ourselves.  We got some support from students in other progressive groups and the faculty senate.
Opponents: 

We benefited from having very little opposition. The strongest opposition came from our demand to leave the FLA, which was (and is) strongly opposed by our administration.

Target: 

We targeted our school president. We also targeted (i.e. lobbied) members of our taskforce, who made a recommendation on the issue and seemed to have a significant level of influence.

The Campaign:

It started in the fall of 1998, by a PSAer who returned from Union Summer. In February 1999, PSA mostly loses our main campaign and at the same time there is surge in student anti-sweatshop activity (sit-ins) and our administration starts several initiatives, so we switch our focus to sweatshops. Our administration announces that it will do independent monitoring (using PriceWaterhouseCoopers), joins the FLA as a founding member, and creates a taskforce. We try to get on the taskforce, but are excluded. That spring we do a teach-in which attracts maybe fifty people, and a small clothesline protest when our trustees meet on campus. 

The next fall we distribute a thousand leaflets at a home football game, and do a small protest outside our bookstore (during a second football game). Our administration reverses its previous position and agrees to “recommend” full disclosure. We develop a short proposal calling for the university to leave the FLA and join the WRC, trying to join the WRC in time for the founding conference.

In Jan. 2000, the university announces a strict right to organizing clause. In February, we distribute 350+ leaflets targeting visiting parents. In March, the Faculty Senate votes 23-5 to join the WRC. A similar attempt to gain support from the undergraduate student government is killed in committee. We tried to hold a public forum on Mar. 27 to hold our president and administration accountable. Attendance was good (fifty people), but the administration was able to set the format (or they threatened not to attend) and our side faired poorly in debate. One advantage was at the forum our president commits to making a decision on joining the WRC within thirty days of having a meeting with the WRC director. Several days later, our sister school, St. Mary’s College justifies our demand by joining the WRC (unfortunately with a statement that it was best for them to join the WRC, but for Notre Dame it was perfectly fine to remain in the FLA).

So we missed the deadline to join in time for the WRC opening conference, but since we lacked general campus support and felt that antagonizing the administration (ex. with a sit-in) would ruin our chances of joining at a later-date, we took no action.

In the fall of 2000, our group had declined in size and we worked on several non-sweatshop issues. That spring our administration, after waiting for ten months, was finally going to meet with the WRC Executive Director (I’d assumed after the promise made at our public forum that they would try to setup a meeting - but they never did), so in February we shifted into high gear. We did some recruiting and got an influx of members. Leslie and Jim (Olympic Living Wage Project) spoke, five of us attended the Midwest USAS conference, we distributed 2500 fliers (in 20-30F weather, without gloves), and had 70-110 people attend our hour-long rally for the WRC in 28F weather. After the rally we collected over 700 signatures and lobbied the taskforce. The taskforce made its recommendation, but kept it secret. At this point, I thought we should assume that the decision went against us and should do a sit-in, since it would be very hard to reverse the decision after our president had announced it. However, it was the week of midterms so students were very busy and it was hard to organize when we did not know what the recommendation was. So we waited and on March 6 learnt that our President had accepted the taskforce’s recommendation to join the WRC.

Overall, I think our campaign won because our administration is Catholic and will act in a socially conscious way if it does not cost too much or offend powerful interests (e.g. rich alumni). So our administration was genuinely interested in doing something to fight sweatshops, it was mostly a question of convincing them that the WRC would work and not be too radical (i.e. anti-corporate). Our role was to prod the administration and taskforce to take a stronger position than what they would otherwise take.

Things you would do differently: 

(Perhaps) Build a coalition. We tried and got some organizations to endorse our pro-WRC/anti-FLA proposal, but never had a strong level of involvement. This is hard to do, though.

Not hold an open meeting with our president, and other administrators, where he could control the agenda.

A large protest before a home football game. Or maybe even during the game. We could have done more creative actions.

Tried harder to get on our taskforce, or lobbied them more especially in the early stages of the campaign. The taskforce had a big say in deciding our university’s policy.

Things that were helpful to the campaign: 

Lobbying taskforce members, providing them with information.

Not giving up (ex. we kept up after failing to join in spring 2000).

A constant stream of letters and opinions in our school newspaper.

Leafleting. In front of classroom buildings, the cafeteria, or during a football game. We distribute over 3800 leaflets, which helped educate students and also build our organization.  ________________________________________________________________________

Harvard University

Prepared by Ben McKean

Current Status:  
Have been fighting for WRC membership since October, 1999

Background of Campus Group:  

Harvard Students Against Sweatshops is one of two campaigns run by the Harvard Progressive Student Labor movement (the other being the Harvard Living Wage Campaign), and a founding chapter of USAS. In the spring of 1998, HSAS worked with UNITE to bring to campus workers from the BJ&B factory in the Dominican Republic where they were paid 8 cents to make a Harvard cap that sold for $20. Since then the group has fluctuated in size from 15 to 20 coming off of a huge rally and full disclosure victory in the spring of 1999 to about three at the start of the fall 1999 semester back to about 15 to 20 in the fall of 200. 

Allies:  

Had bi-weekly “WRC Days” co-sponsored with other student groups; have supported anti-sweatshop efforts by local high school students; have had anti-sweatshop speakers come speak with help of UNITE, Campaign for Labor Rights, etc; have worked with local Interfaith Committee for Worker Justice. Should have looked more to grad students, helped start campaigns at other Boston-area schools.

Opponents:  

Indifferent campus zombie students; heartless administrator ghouls. 

Target:  
Our primary target was the President, and eventually the Harvard Corporation, the school’s ultra-secretive governing board. But most of our meetings were with a lawyer from the Office of the General Counsel who was the administrator’s point person on anti-sweatshop issues; we had a good working relationship with him, but he was not the ultimate decision-maker and his proposal to the President that we join the WRC was rejected. He subsequently left the Office of the General Counsel, and we met with the General Counsel herself along with the university’s Director of Federal and State Relations. Because Larry Summers was just installed as our new monarch, it is unclear with whom we will now meet, or in what direction the campaign will go. 

Story of Campaign

Just before the announcement of the WRC, we had Nike worker Haryanto talk about his experiences. We then kicked off our WRC campaign by leafleting the whole week of the press conference at which the WRC was announced. We brought our WRC message to Boston’s anti-WTO rally in solidarity with Seattle, where we spoke about Harvard’s complicity with the sweatshops of the global economy. We culminated that fall semester of 1999 with an anti-sweatshop tour of Harvard Square, which took in the stores that sell Harvard clothes in addition to the GAP and Abercrombie & Fitch; the tour ended with a rousing performance of “WRC,” to the tune of Naughty by Nature’s “OPP.” Having forced disclosure of factory locations, we publicized the release of the first information about Harvard’s factories and called on Harvard to join the WRC to find out what was happening in them. We fasted in solidarity with the successful U-Penn sit-in. Two days after U-Penn left the FLA, we scared the ever-living crap out of our administration by sending 3 people and a table into the President’s office, where we refused to leave for awhile and “leafleted” WRC information; we figured that we’d been leafleting the students for months about the WRC, and it was about time to leaflet where the information apparently wasn’t reaching. Police were stationed outside of the president’s office for the remainder of the year. A week later, shortly after cops forcibly removed UW-Madison sit-inners, we got the student government to pass a resolution calling on the school to leave the FLA and join the WRC. Next month, we organized two debates on sweatshops, one which featured a horrific call from the widely-reviled Jeffrey Sachs for more sweatshops and another which featured Dara O’Rourke and Jeffrey Ballinger going head to head with the FLA’s Sam Brown. In response to the second debate, the school newspaper called for Harvard to leave the FLA and join the WRC. And all through the semester, we leafleted, postered information, and held a variety of small actions, such as binding and gagging ourselves in Harvard Yard to symbolize the silencing of workers brought about by the administration’s refusal of independent monitoring to enforce the workers’ right to organize. 

As the fall semester opened, we held a series of “All You Ever Wanted to Know About Sweatshops But Were Afraid to Ask Nike” dinner discussions, designed to answer questions like, “Isn’t a bad job better than no job?” and so on. In addition, we held silent protests at a variety of alumni events to respond to the release of Harvard’s “Independent University Initiative” report. This report confirmed the terrible working conditions in Harvard’s factories, and included a devastating portrayal of the ineptness of the corporate PriceWaterhouseCoopers monitors Harvard had chosen despite our protests — thanks to Dara O’Rourke, who released his own study of the study. We continued our educational campaign through the fall and spring semesters, but combined it with bi-weekly “WRC Days,” protests typically co-sponsored with another student group. Every other week, we had simple, visible actions like getting people to sign a balloon petition and then tying these hundreds of balloons, each with a signature and the words “WRC NOW,” around school. We also put up displays in Harvard Yard, around themes such as “women and sweatshops,” emphasizing that 90% of sweatshop workers are women and many endure sexual harassment, forced abortions, and pregnancy testing. On another occasion, a dozen of us stormed the offices of the Harvard Corporation with police line tape and signs proclaiming “CAUTION – Social Injustice Zone,” demanding that the university join the WRC and divest from Kohl’s, which was then busting its Nicaraguan union. For Christmas, we delivered cookies glazed to say “WRC NOW!” as we sang anti-sweatshop carols. We organized a Nike call-in day around the Kuk Dong campaign. We hosted a talk by WRC Advisory Board member Alice Kwan, from the Hong Kong Christian Industrial Committee. We helped local anti-students organize a rally at Niketown. And, somewhat infamously, we organized a “full disclosure of factory conditions” striptease, which was shut down by the police. There was a certain sense that we were experience diminishing returns with stunts like these, as they were increasing our visibility but perhaps diminishing our credibility among the self-important student body. 

So we spent much of the spring semester working to involve faculty with the group, hoping that their presence would finally bring an end the tiresome “these kids don’t know what they’re talking about” carping from the peanut gallery. We put a great deal of energy into convening a faculty committee to add new heft to our calls for WRC membership and also to see if there were other ways that an enormous research institution such as Harvard could move the anti-sweatshop debate. The move was also prompted in part by the replacement of the university’s primary anti-sweatshop negotiator/administrator. Unfortunately, we made the cardinal error of expecting that professors would actually get involved, actively contribute, and be available to meet with each other. After several weeks of fruitlessly attempting to get about 10 professors in one room, we just wrote up a more extensive platform ourselves — which ended up included WRC membership, studies of environmental impact and effective monitoring, and a student/faculty oversight board — and e-mailed it to dozens of professors, who occasionally provided feedback and usually just rubberstamped it. We then set about pushing the platform with the new anti-sweatshop negotiators/administrators.

And, of course we met several times over the course of the year with our President, who continued to refuse action. So, we occupied his office for three weeks. Our widely-publicized sit-in called for a living wage for workers on campus and in Harvard’s factories abroad, and demanded WRC membership. While the sit-in was resolved with some success, WRC membership was not part of the settlement package. Though we pushed hard for the inclusion of anti-sweatshop concessions in the settlement, we did not publicize our WRC membership demand as much as we publicized the campus living wage component, and the university clearly took advantage.

California Polytechnic State University at San Luis Obispo
Prepared by Jesse McGowan

Current Status:

WRC affiliate

Background of Campus Group:

Just a few weeks after the campus anti-sweatshop group of about seven students formed, a larger umbrella social justice group formed called the Progressive Student Alliance (PSA) with about 35 students attending weekly meetings.  The anti-sweatshop group eventually became a committee of the larger group and was helped tremendously by the support of the PSA.  The PSA is fairly diverse for the not very diverse Cal Poly.  Many women participate, although not many, unfortunately, take up leadership roles.  Various community members also participate in the PSA with vast experience in activism.  There are many seniors and freshmen in the PSA and not many third and fourth year students for some reason.  The PSA is only two years old.

Allies:

1) The faculty union and progressive professors

2) The Multicultural Center

3) The Provost (Vice President in charge of student affairs)

4) Influential student government member who eventually became president

5) School newspaper that was willing to publish all our letters including an open on to the President

Opponents:

We had no real opponents who actively argued against WRC affiliation although some free market thinkers in student government were apprehensive.  The administration was against leaving the FLA.  I should say the administration was never vocally opposed but the way they dragged their feet indicates that WRC affiliation was something they didn’t want to do.

Target:

Our target is always president Warren Baker although we work mostly with Provost Paul Zingg who is willing to meet with us and personally represent the president on a number of occasions.  We work on some people we think could influence the president like our student president, he however, turned out to be a tool.  We also work to inform our Foundation executives about the sweatshop issue and the WRC.  The Foundation is a quasi-private corporation that runs the bookstore and launders, I mean solicits money from big corporations into our school with strings attached (this is a whole other story).  I believe similar Foundation-type auxiliary organizations operate at many other California State schools.  We are careful not to spend too much time with them, however, because they still have to follow standards that the president sets.

Tactics:

We begin our campaign in November 1999 with campus awareness events to educate students about the global sweatshop system and the power students have to change such a system.  The first of these is a sweatshop fashion show, which is what first got me involved when I read about it in the Mustang Daily.  I heard later that the hastily put together event read much better than it actually was.  A little later, Arlen Benjamin drives up from UCLA to show the film she made with her mother, Medea, called “Sweat'in for a T-shirt.”  We are invited to do an anti-sweatshop presentation in an Ethnic Studies class.

We begin a dialogue with the administration in a very respectful manner requesting a Code of Conduct similar to the one the University of California system signed onto.  We knew about the WRC at this time but we thought it would be best to get a code passed as a first step.  A meeting with the Provost struck a deal to develop a Code and our group labored through the weekend to produce a rough draft Cal Poly Code.  Then the Provost emails back a super weak and watered down revision with no living wage, women’s rights, etc.  So here is were things turn around…We schedule a meeting with the Provost and invite five progressive faculty members to attend including the union president and academic senate president.  The Provost was then hit with a barrage of questions as to why the code was so weak, and not just from us.  A weak later, the Provost wrote up a strong Code that included all of our revision requests.  Some time passed so we wrote an open letter to President Warren Baker asking him to take a stand in the Mustang Daily.  Other letters of support also followed and this tactic proved effective as he endorsed the Code.

So after that, we wanted to keep the momentum going for the WRC and we got lucky to have Eric Brakken and Charlie Eaton come to Poly, Speak, and show the new video, “Something to Hide.”  This was a great event as well as a good learning experience for the newly formed PSA.  Our PSA adviser, the invaluable Dr. Greenwald keeps us up to date with sweatshop related Chronicler of Higher Education articles.  He also writes an academic senate resolution backing the Code, which easily passed.  Now school is ending, but before it does we are graced with the presence of Medea Benjamin who talks about the sweatshop issue as well as Seattle and other activism.  We get inspired.

Summer happens, we develop a web page with the Code on it and information about the WRC.  One member attends the national USAS conference in Oregon.

Fall 2000 begins and we waste no time in collectively writing out our goals and delivering them to the administration.  The goals include WRC affiliation and a “sweat-free” zone in the bookstore.  The goals are also posted on the web page.  Our cause is published in the SLO New Times; a local left leaning weekly paper.  We make another ally with New Times journalists, Tracy.  Then two great student government representatives work to educate ASI, our student government, about the issue and write a resolution in support.  The resolution eventually never needs to be proposed.  

Another meeting with the Provost in January triggered the forming of a three-person faculty advisory committee made up of our allied professors.  They of course write a formal recommendation to the President to sign onto the WRC.  We write more letters urging WRC affiliation in the Mustang Daily.  

In February, we organize a GAP protest in downtown San Luis Obispo urging the company to sign onto the Saipan Lawsuit.  This gets ample coverage by TV and newspapers.  The event was unrelated to the WRC but I think it still gave the administration the worrisome message that we like to protest.  A delegation goes to the statewide conference at UC Davis and brings back a new vigor to organize.  I get appointed by the student president (after my comrades lobby Sam on my behalf) onto a Bookstore advisory committee and get to talk with Foundation executives.  Amazingly, human rights and the WRC are on the first agenda of monthly meetings.  The committee eventually endorses WRC affiliation.  

In March 2001, comrades go to the NIKE day of action in San Francisco and bring back photos for a great Mustang Daily article.  By now the WRC Kukdong preliminary investigation comes out and is extremely useful in our argument.  The Provost comes to a PSA meeting and says Cal Poly will join the WRC.  We thought we won but a month later…nothing.

Then things get a little more intense.  With two weeks left before spring break we draw a line in the sand.  We tell the president in email and letter-form, hand delivered to his office, that he must either sign onto the WRC or personally meet with us before the break.  The provost had promised WRC affiliation already but we never talked about a timeline.  Other activists flood the president’s email.  We decide that we had covered all our bases by now and start preparing for a sit-in the first week that school resumes.  Even the invaluable Dr. Greenwald said we were being “too nice.”  We are not that careful who we tell about the sit-in because we kind of want the rumor to spread.  We know the President hates student confrontations.  

A couple days before the break, we receive an email from one of the Foundation executives informing us that the administration had formally sent a sign on letter to the WRC’s office.  Yes, we finally win.  Cal Poly became the 75th member of the Workers Rights Consortium and we celebrate the following night.

Things I would do differently:

1) I would have tried to get progressive faculty members involved sooner.

2) I would have tried to get our campus service workers union, the Cal Poly CSEA that is part of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) involved.  They turned out to be very interested in the campaign when they heard about it

3) I would have tried to set a timetable with the administration concerning the signing onto of the WRC.

4) I would have met with the campus ombudsman who we met later and looks to be a valuable resource for planning an approach for getting what we want from the administration 

Things that were helpful to the campaign

1) Letters to the Editor and Mustang Daily articles

2) Speaking events and video showings
3) The development of a larger base of support; the PSA
4) Ally at the Multicultural Center who helped with the logistics of events

5) The faculty union’s vocal support and willingness to give students extra credit to attend our events

6) The GAP protest

7) The web page as an educational tool

8) The fact that the entire UC system had already signed on and Cal Poly wants to be jest like a UC school

9) Being represented on the Bookstore Committee and getting their endorsement

10) The Kukdong preliminary report and mention of it in the Mustang Daily

11) A very receptive administrator in Provost Paul Zingg

12) The fact that Cal Poly is super image conscious and absolutely hates bad press and student confrontations 

13) The New Times magazine which brought the issue to some extent to the larger community

14) Dedicated and persistent activists who kept working on the issue through a year and a half and after the original leader of the group graduated (the administration thought they could wait us out until we graduated but younger activists kept getting involved)

________________________________________________________________________

Tulane University Sweat-Free Campus Campaign

Prepared by Dan Lutz

December 1999 to October 2000

Goals

1. Tulane to leave Fair Labor Association

2. Tulane to join Worker Rights Consortium

Our organization

The struggle was led by the Labor Issues Committee of the Tulane Latin American Peace and Justice Group; in public the Committee was referred to as Tulane United Students Against Sweatshops. LAPJG was founded in the fall of 1998, and had largely organized

around opposition to the SOA. The Labor Issues committee formed in early 1999 to do solidarity work in a local hotel workers’ organizing campaign. LAPJG was made up primarily of upperclassmen, but most members of the Labor Issues Committee were freshman. The group was primarily white. Originally, leadership was divided between females and males almost evenly.

Allies

* Loyola Students Against Sweatshops phone-banked for us while we sat in, handled some of our press-work, and helped feed us.

* UNITE rank-and-filers spoke at our rallies and organized a forum where about twenty laundry workers and twenty students talked during the sit-in. Several students had been active in a contract campaign at a laundry recently organized by UNITE.

* Community Labor United, a local alliance of community groups and labor unions, led by former SNCC activists, helped feed us and provided us with some good long-range political perspective during our sit-in. Two of our members had become active in CLU

in the fall of ‘99.

* Nationally, we relied on the staffs of the WRC and USAS plus contacts at other USAS schools for advice, information, and solidarity.

* We reached out to other student groups on campus, but most remained aloof, while some became actively hostile.

Opponents

* Our president, in his first year of office, refused to accept all of our demands in order to discourage future protests.

* The committee he appointed to deal with the issue argued for a compromise.

* The national leadership of the FLA actively encouraged the school not to withdraw. They suggested that the school join the WRC in order to placate the students. Bob Durkee, university liaison to the FLA, drew up point-by-point refutations of the documents we presented to the committee.

Targets

We tried to focus our attack on the president of the university. We accepted the review of our demands by a committee, but in our group we decided that we would not accept the committee’s decision if they did not meet our demands.

Our Story  

Background

Tulane isn’t the type of school where activism flourishes. Most of the students are white. Most are rich. Most come to New Orleans to party. The school itself, located in the heart

of white Uptown, is very isolated from New Orleans’ black working class districts. Two nations. The school has seen little political activism since our SDS chapter dug graves in the quad, raised the National Liberation Front flag on the flagpole, and burned down the ROTC building. Since then, the school’s small black population has kept alive most of the activism on campus.

In 1998, white radicals and bohemians began to coalesce around the Latin American Peace and Justice Group. Under the prodding of the radicals, the group began to take up more local labor and community issues during 1999.

Education and confrontation

Our campaign began on the first day of school, January 2000. With a group of ten students, we barged into our president’s office and presented a packet with our demands to his assistant. When planning the campaign in December, we had decided to combine

education with confrontation in our campaign. While we educated the student body around the issue, we wanted to involve them in escalating actions against the administration. We wanted to move quickly in order to build and sustain momentum. From the beginning, we considered a sit-in at the end of March a distinct possibility. During the remainder of January we tabled and flyered, and we held two successful recruiting events, a movie showing and a forum on the issues with Martha Braithwaite of

TUSAS and Curtis Muhammad of UNITE. At the same time, we continued to pressure the president, approaching him at public events and pestering him to accept our demands.

Committee

By the middle of January, our president informed us that he would refer our complaints to a committee of the faculty senate. We were scared that we would get stuck, like some of our USAS comrades at other schools, in a never-ending, fruitless committee process. Our group decided to enter the committee process in order to build legitimacy for our cause among the student body. We knew that the committee was powerless, so we were determined to keep pressure on the president throughout the conflict. When we accepted the committee process, we demanded from the president a quick review and resolution of our concerns. At the beginning of February, we delivered petitions to our president’s office with a group of about twenty students; we marched to his office during a class change so that a large number of students would see us, and we flyered along the way.

New members of our group became angry and loud when we crowded into his office only to learn he wouldn’t meet with us. We staged a larger march towards the end of the month. At the same time, we turned the committee process itself into a point of confrontation with the administration. The committee agreed only to allow two of our

members into its meetings, so we publicized the meeting all over campus. At the first meeting, about twenty students came at 8 am and sat on the floor outside the meeting room. Cops hassled us, and the committee members thought we were staging a sit-in.

While the committee met, one of our members conducted a small teach-in on the issue for the new folks. Through this escalating pressure on the administration, we kept the committee process to three meetings, a total of four weeks.

Sit-in

At the beginning of March, as we returned from our Mardi Gras break, we learned that the committee had recommended that the school should join the WRC, but remain in the FLA. The president quickly accepted their decision. We decided to occupy our administration building on March 29. At the same time, we scheduled events for nearly every day of the weeks leading up to the sit-in. We tabled, flyered, petitioned, had mass-emailing days, dropped a three-story banner, held a teach-in, and staged a guerrilla theater performance of “Who wants to be a sweatshop owner?” by Martha Braithwaite. In the days before the sit-in, we held nightly work meetings, including a poster party where we made posters to re-decorate the campus after our occupation, a meeting with our allies at Loyola to discuss their outside support work, and a meeting with a local activist lawyer with experience in civil disobedience.

On the day of the sit-in, our plans worked very well. As about thirty of us occupied the administration building at 12:15, our Loyola supporters fanned across the campus, pasting up huge banners, handing out fliers, and covering the sidewalks in chalk. Inside, we copied the tactics of the second part of the University of Penn sit-in. Instead of trying to hold our president’s office, we occupied the main public areas of the building so that supporters could come and go easily and new folks could drop by with little commitment. We completely re-decorated the public areas of the building with posters, pictures, and copies of the FLA and WRC.

We had already decided on a list of activities for the first three days of the sit-in, but as evening approached on the first day we were informed by campus security that they would arrest us if we did not leave the building by midnight. We scrapped our old list of events and instead planned a mass rally outside the building at eleven. This time, a group of TUSASers spread across the campus, talking with other students about the threat of arrest, knocking on doors, chalking, putting up new signs. At the same time, our Loyola comrades phone-banked our 300+ database to tell them about the emergency rally. Inside

the building, the remaining students planned a long rally program of speakers, songs, and chants in order to keep a crowd past midnight. As our members flowed back into the building, we met with our lawyers to discuss the possibility of arrest. All present agreed to get arrested. At eleven, only about fifty people had appeared outside, but in ten minutes the crowd had swelled to over 200, including Loyola students and supporters

from Community Labor United. About 38 folks were inside. The rally continued until 12:15, when the university cops told us we wouldn’t be arrested. Elated at our first victory, we stayed up until three in the morning, meeting first in a big group to

discuss the day’s events, then in small groups to plan the next day’s struggle.

Unfortunately, our situation deteriorated from that point. Over the next week, the administration refused to negotiate with us while we remained in the building past closing time. While our numbers continued to grow, the constant pressures of leading a

sit-in exhausted some of our older members, while some of the new members thought our positions too radical. At the same time, we learned that a leader of the campus anti-racism group was urging her members active in the sit-in to withdraw because we

had not consulted fully with them before taking action, and they feared that our action would drain momentum from their own campaign against a racist fraternity. As our exhausted leadership increasingly moved toward a compromise with the administration,

a new faction of TUSASers urged the group not to accept any compromise. On the eighth day of the sit-in, we left the building to sleep outside, continuing our occupation during the day-time.

On the eleventh day, the group, with strong dissent from the new faction, accepted a compromise of withdrawal from both the FLA and the WRC, with the issue to be decided by a student referendum in the fall.

Collapse

I dreamed that our sit-in had laid the basis for radical activism on Tulane’s campus, but when we returned in the fall, TUSAS rapidly fell apart. Three of our best freshman leaders, including Martha Braithwaite, the driving force behind the campaign, dropped out of school during the fall semester. Most of the leaders of the anti-compromise faction, who I hoped would form the base for organizing a radical group, quickly faded out of activism all together; one even voted for Bush! We kept a small group together, and we won the election, thanks to low voter turnout. But by the end, all of us had drifted away into other branches of activism. But even though our group collapsed, those people who stuck with it helped to infuse other campus groups with the radical lessons we learned during our campaign. Two of our leaders helped to found a new feminist group on campus, while my roommate and I helped to build an alliance between white campus groups and the anti-racist group we had feuded with during the sit-in.

Lessons learned

We learned as much from what we did wrong as from what we did right.

1. Don’t look for friends inside the administration. Don’t expect a committee or your president to listen to your reasonable arguments. We made a point to take at least ten

people with us whenever we had to deal with the administration, even if we were only delivering a letter. We made every encounter with the administration a confrontation.

2. Campaigns need to move forward quickly, with action escalating, in order to build momentum. But the need to build and sustain momentum must be balanced with building equitable, accountable relationships with other student groups. The white left is so isolated because we’re so arrogant. Before starting any campaign, look around on your campus. What issues are other students concerned about? What issues are other student groups working on? If you’re white and male and straight, be aware of the privilege you have even to pick which issue to work on. Consult with other groups before beginning a campaign. Get their approval. Work on their campaigns before you ask them to work

on yours. At Tulane over the last year, several sit-in veterans helped to create the Justice Coalition, a coalition composed of white progressive groups, student of color groups, and

anti-racist groups. We’ve established a procedure for beginning a new campaign: a group presents a new idea for a campaign to the Coalition; Coalition reps report the idea back to their groups; reps come back to the Coalition and decide whether or not the group can carry out the campaign. It’s a slow process, but it has built trust and a sense of unity and accountability among the participating groups.

 3. We need to use conspiratorial methods to carry out an action like a sit-in effectively. But during the preparations for our sit-in, leadership increasingly became concentrated in the hands of only two of our members, Martha and myself. This was healthy for neither Martha and me nor the group. During the sit-in, we held mass membership meetings at least twice a day, but the pattern of leadership we developed leading up to the sit-in stuck. TUSASers either looked to us to solve every problem of the sit-in, or when the anti-compromise faction formed, rejected everything Martha and I said. By the end, Martha and I found ourselves exhausted, unable to provide leadership, while no one else in the group would step up. Conspiratorial methods are a necessity, but these methods must be balanced with the development of new leadership within the group. Without active participation in decision-making, people rapidly lose any commitment to the group.

4. Strong female leadership in a campaign doesn’t mean a group is free of sexism. In our group, we found that while new male members easily found their way into positions of leadership and responsibility, new female members were often excluded from decision-making. Sexism is rooted in us deeply. Groups need to revisit issues of institutionalized oppression continuously.

Dan Lutz

July 2001
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