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ExecutiveSummary

this report is about the grievances of young women, predominantly from disadvantaged Dalit
and low caste communities, who are recruited from remote and impoverished rural villages to
work in textile mills and garment factories (herein the ‘garment sector’) in a number of districts
of tamil nadu in south india. the report discusses the issues facing these young women, many
of whom are employed under bonded and forced labour conditions, commonly referred to as
‘sumangali’ schemes and ‘camp labour arrangements’. the terms sumangali, camp labour or
camp labour coolies are frequently used interchangeably.  the term ‘sumangali’ is used to refer
to a form of bonded labour where young women have a fixed-term contract and a significant
portion of the legal minimum wage and/or other payments to which they are entitled are with-
held until they have completed the contract. the term ‘camp labour’ refers to arrangements
whereby workers live in company-controlled hostels with no freedom of movement so that they
will be available to work on call, will not seek work in other factories or mills and will be deterred
from joining a union. Both sumangali and camp labour are forms of forced labour. in this report
we use the term forced labour to encompass both practices. 

this restriction of these workers’ freedom of movement is commonly associated with other
labour rights violations including forced overtime, low pay and poor work conditions. these
workers are routinely denied their rights to freedom of association and collective bargaining
and they frequently do not receive the minimum employee entitlements stipulated under na-
tional and state laws. Child labour is also a common occurrence. 

the social and economic disadvantages experienced by these women and the power imbalance
in their relationships with their employers are emphasised through recruitment and employ-
ment practices based on discrimination of gender and caste. this report considers efforts by
civil society actors to bring these ongoing rights violations to an end. we concentrate on three
claim-making strategies: social movement campaigns; complaints to national and state judicial
and non-judicial institutions; and complaints to an international non-judicial mechanism, the
ethical trading initiative (eti). 

social movement campaign strategies have been successful in raising awareness of these human
rights violations amongst local communities in tamil nadu, state institutions, global brands,
multi-stakeholder initiatives and, to some extent, global consumers. within tamil nadu, local
non-government organisations (‘nGos’) and trade unions have managed to keep the issue in
the public mind by organising regular demonstrations and speaking tours, releasing reports
documenting labour abuses, and working with journalists interested in covering stories of in-
dividual workers’ situations. international nGos have worked closely with indian nGos to
raise awareness of the issue among consumers of the garments exported from tamil nadu and
to highlight the responsibility of international brand-owning garment companies (hereafter
‘brands’) to address labour and human rights abuses in their supply chains.  

indian nGos and trade unions have also pursued the issue by lodging grievances with indian
judicial and non-judicial institutions, including through legal proceedings in the madras High
Court. while these various proceedings have resulted in some improvements in official policy
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regarding working conditions in the industry, there is little evidence of these policy improve-
ments being effectively monitored and enforced by state institutions. Determinations by the
madras High Court on steps that need to be taken to address sumangali and camp labour issues
in the garment sector have been important in policy terms. yet the failure by employers to com-
ply with the legal requirements established by the High Court highlights the lack of commitment
and capacity on the part of the labour inspectorate to enforce legal rules designed to protect
vulnerable workers. the tamil nadu Government has introduced some safeguards but has
failed to ensure implementation of its labour laws or to address broader human rights abuses.   

the programme that the eti developed in response to ongoing rights violations in the sector
in tamil nadu took several years to design and its key elements were primarily negotiated and
agreed among eti staff and member organisations in london, rather than agreed through close
negotiation with civil society groups in tamil nadu. the design of the programme reflects the
power relationship between the eti’s corporate and civil society members, which (while com-
plex) tends to favour member companies. that is, the eti’s intervention has been based more
on the steps that eti corporate members sourcing from the area are collectively willing to sup-
port, than on the preferred strategies of eti civil society members in the uK and allied civil
society groups in tamil nadu. As a result the eti’s intervention has been relatively indirect, fo-
cusing on raising awareness of labour rights issues in the villages from which the workers re-
cruited, among recruiting agents, and among the textile and mill workers themselves. Arguably,
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the eti would make a more useful contribution to reducing the ongoing rights violations if its
member companies used their collective buying power to persuade the mill and factory owners
to allow trade unions and other local advocacy organisations to have regular contact with the
women working in the garment sector. this would allow those organisations to support those
workers to pursue human rights grievances, by raising their cases with state authorities and
with the global brands themselves. However, such a strategy would be much more likely to be
effective if eti member companies were willing to reward mills and factories that cooperated,
for example by offering higher prices or ‘preferred supplier’ status. the unwillingness of global
companies (from the uK and elsewhere) to offer their suppliers genuine incentives to cooperate
in human rights initiatives (as opposed to threats to cut orders) significantly limits the effec-
tiveness of voluntary non-judicial mechanisms, including the eti.   

overall, our research indicates that some progress has been made in addressing the human and
labour rights abuses linked to sumangali schemes in some sections of the industry, but other
forced labour practices and other rights violations remain prevalent in many textile mills and
garment factories. the various claim-making strategies considered have had minimal impact
on global business practices. At the level of individual factories and mills, the failure to address
freedom of association violations remains a significant barrier to garment sector workers being
able to seek redress. 

the report ends by proposing key lessons for various stakeholders, summarised below.

Lessonsfornon-judicialmechanismsandmultistakeholderinitiatives:
A companion report in this series provides a detailed analysis of the eti’s grievance mechanisms
and provides detailed recommendations. in this report we highlight a few lessons that are par-
ticularly relevant in the context of the eti’s tamil nadu Programme:

ideally the eti’s tripartite approach should be replicated in the producer countries in•
which it seeks to implement programme. that is, local civil society organisations should
be involved in negotiating the overall design of an eti programme, rather than only
being given the opportunity to influence a programme’s development after the overall
nature of the eti’s intervention has already been determined.

international initiatives such as the eti should make freedom of association, security•
of employment and living wages central goals for all in-country programmes. these
rights are both important in themselves and help to address the power imbalance be-
tween workers and their employers, which makes it easier for vulnerable workers to as-
sert their rights. 

international initiatives such as the eti should work to create incentives for improved•
supplier compliance with key programme goals (such as through preferred supplier
programmes). while doing this for suppliers beyond the first tier is challenging, this is
where international multi-stakeholder initiatives could really add value, by coordinating
pressure from multiple companies.
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Lessonsfortransnationalbusiness:
some brands have indicated they face difficulties in identifying the indirect suppliers in their
supply chains and cite this as a reason they cannot exert pressure for improved labour rights
performance on textile suppliers as readily as they can in relation to garment suppliers with
which they have a direct contractual relationship.  However, research by international and local
non-government organisations in tamil nadu suggest that, while challenging, it is far from im-
possible to trace the relevant supply chain links. 

if brands were to map their entire supply chains and make lists of all their suppliers publicly
available then this would increase the brands’ accountability for labour conditions below the
first tier of their supply chains.  there is a particular need for transnational businesses to improve
the way they monitor and audit labour conditions among their suppliers beyond the first tier,
in addition to the need to improve the ongoing social auditing of direct suppliers.

transnational businesses also need to consider how they can provide suppliers with incentives
to comply with programmes to address human rights grievances. examples of possible incen-
tives could include increased prices for those suppliers that respect workers’ human rights, in-
cluding their right to freedom of movement; longer production times to reduce the occurrence
of forced overtime; and preferred supplier status as a reward for suppliers that allow unions to
access the workplace. it would likely be particularly effective if a significant number of global
brands committed to only sourcing from those mills and factories that were cooperating in ini-
tiatives to ensure respect for workers’ rights, particularly if those initiatives were conducted in
close collaboration with local trade unions and other civil society groups.

one of the major factors contributing to ongoing rights violation in the garment sector in tamil
nadu is the repression of freedom of association. there is therefore a need to address this issue
in a systemic manner. the freedom of Association Protocol initiative in indonesia, considered
in a companion report in this series, provides an interesting model for businesses interested in
working with local trade unions and civil society groups to initiate such a process. strategies
for enhancing respect for freedom of association in tamil nadu would need to incorporate gen-
der and caste inclusive strategies, in order to address the current representation gap.

Lessons for International NGOs:
the way international and local nGos and unions have drawn  media attention to the ongoing
human rights abuses in the sector has been an important driver of those improvements in work-
ing conditions that have occurred. in particular, the global campaign pressure on international
brands whose goods are implicated in the forced labour schemes has helped reduce the specific
instances of ‘sumangali’ schemes. it is valuable for international nGos to continue to play this
role, although it is important that they continue to do so in close communication with local
civil society groups who understand the local context.

Lessons for local NGOs and trade unions:
the question of the various roles of trade unions and labour rights nGos in training workers
in their rights can be contentious.  in our view, in order to reduce the human rights violations
in the tamil nadu garment sector it is valuable for both trade unions and nGos with experience
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in working with women workers to have access to the mills and garment factories to provide
labour rights training and, in the case of the unions, to organise the workers. A number of the
labour rights nGos in tamil nadu have extensive experience in conducting training with
women workers and these groups appear to understand and support the principle that it is the
role of the trade unions to take the lead role in organising workers. organising women workers
from Dalit and low caste groups to assert their rights may require new organising models, and
the trade unions may find working together with some of the established labour rights nGos
of considerable assistance in developing such models.

it is therefore positive that at least one brand has persuaded several of its suppliers to allow
labour rights nGos involved in the tirupur People’s forum to access production facilities to
monitor labour conditions and provide workers with training in their rights.  if multi-stake-
holder initiatives such as the eti, fair wear foundation, Business social Compliance initiative
and the fair labor Association supported this initiative, and if it was also coordinated with
local trade unions, this initiative would have more chance of reducing human rights abuses at
a systemic level within the tamil nadu garment sector.

Lessonsforgovernment

the tamil nadu Government needs to prioritise addressing the lack of garment sector com-
pliance with relevant laws.  there is a need to examine and address the causes of corruption
within the labour inspectorate, which is significantly undermining state efforts to protect labour
rights. one means of minimising corruption would be to increase the role of civil society or-
ganisations in monitoring and enforcement. A failure to address the ongoing lack of compliance
with minimum legal standards will have a negative influence on the reputation of the garment
sector in tamil nadu.
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Claim-making
strategies

this report focuses on three claim-making strategies in relation to forced
labour practices in the garment and textile sector in south india: 

social movement activities by indian and international nGos, •
indian judicial and non-judicial mechanisms •
the ethical trading initiative (eti).•

Human rights
abuses

Bonded and forced labour arrangements, child labour, lack of freedom of
movement and freedom of association, gender and caste discrimination,
and numerous associated labour rights abuses in textile mills and garment
factories in tamil nadu, south india.

Affected people

An estimated 200,000 women are employed in sumangali or fixed-term
schemes and camp labour arrangements in textile mills and garment fac-
tories in districts in tamil nadu. the majority of the women workers are
recruited from among Dalit and other low-caste communities from poor
rural villages. 

Business activity

Districts of tamil nadu, tirupur, Coimbatore, Dindigul and erode are
major sites for the production and export of cotton knitwear garments
and yarn.  Cotton is grown, harvested, spun, woven, bleached and dyed
and garments are cut and sewn from the fabric produced within close
proximity. many of the garment suppliers own and operate multiple units
(vertically integrated) that include spinning and other associated processes
to produce yarn and garment production. 

Corporate members of the ethical trading initiative (eti), which source
products from tamil nadu, include: AsDA/walmart, C&A, Gap, H&m,
inditex, marks & spencer, mothercare, next, otto Group, Primark, sains-

Table 1: Summary of the Case

Introductionandbackgroundtothecase

the occurrence of forced labour and other human rights violations in the tamil nadu garment
sector is influenced by characteristics of the global garment industry. the garment industry is
dependent on subcontracting and outsourcing of production as a key source of value adding.
Global brands are able to assert leverage over suppliers in producer country locations to secure
lower prices and short lead times. this arrangement contributes to first tier suppliers, who directly
contract to global brands to search for ways to reduce their costs and to recruit workers perceived
to be more economically vulnerable and desperate for work and, therefore, more compliant and
less likely to make complaints (Phillips, 2011). the reliance on labour sourced from impoverished
and disadvantaged communities is a common feature in the recruitment of labour involving the
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1 The integrated firms commonly operate under different trading names, but are a subsidiary of a larger group, often
owned by the firm that contracts garment production to global brands. We use the term garment sector through the re-
port to incorporate all processes, e.g. knitting, spinning, dying, garment make up, cutting, finishing and other processes.
2 Another part of the sector linked indirectly is the handloom sector, producing woven cloth for the garment industry
(mainly for national markets) of which bonded labour is a common feature (Tewari, 2004; De Neve & Carswell 2013).
3 A combination of direct government subsidies and financial incentives were made available to the industry to expand
their export capacity in the late 1990s and early 2000s. State-owned banks made low interest loans accessible through
the national government’s Technology Upgrade Fund (TUF) which led to the establishment of new spinning mills and a
significant increase in the number of mills in Tamil Nadu. More recently, industry assistance by the Indian National
Government offers similar subsidies and incentives including subsidies for textile apprentice wages (NGO interview,
2015). 

most extreme forms of deprivation, child, bonded and forced labour, and one of the most common
causes of forced labour and labour exploitation in the garment supply chain (ilo, 2013; 2014).
Another feature of the global garment industry is the gender segmentation of the workforce.  As
employment opportunities open up to women, they are forced to accept less pay and less security
and to work long hours with limited or no right to form or join unions, which contributes to their
lack of individual and collective agency and capacity to raise grievances and seek justice. 

the Coimbatore and tirupur districts of tamil nadu are famous for textile and garment produc-
tion. Coimbatore, the city of textiles, has been the epicentre of textile production in india, whereas
tirupur, known as the t-shirt city, specialises in the production of knitwear or jersey garments
such as t-shirts, nightwear, children’s clothes, underwear and sportswear.  the textile and garment
industry is made up of three key sectors. first, the textile mills that employ large numbers of
workers to produce the yarn, and which previously employed a mainly male-unionised workforce
but now largely employ young rural women. second, garment factories, consisting of large and
many small-to-medium enterprises that complete specialised tasks, such as cutting or finishing,
and are part of the subcontracted supply chain that relies on small workshops and homework.
third, vertically integrated firms1 which consist of a variety of units that specialise in tasks such
as knitting, spinning, weaving, dying and garment manufacturing.2 many of the textile mills and
garment and integrated firms (referred to herein as the garment sector) employ daily workers,
but the majority rely on the recruitment of migrant women who are required to live in company-
run hostels and are often employed under sumangali or fixed-term schemes.

in the past, most of garment and textile production was for national markets and the workforce
was mainly male and unionised. the garment industry began to export to global markets in
the 1980s, and since the 1990s the push for trade liberalisation has led an increase in the garment
sector to become more export oriented (tewari, 2004). these changes were signalled by relaxed
government regulation, which led to the dramatic increase in the number of mills,3 the avoid-
ance of employing male workers, and a change in the use of the apprenticeship scheme. A key
aspect of efforts to gain a greater share of export markets has been competition on price. indian
suppliers have improved their capacity to meet international buyer or brand demands in terms
of quality, reliability and price point. Brands with considerable buying power have continued
to extend their production base and push down the prices they pay to suppliers, which in turn
has contributed to the decline in labour standards down the supply chain. 

tirupur and Coimbatore and other nearby districts of erode and Dindigul have grown rapidly
in recent years which has increased the cost of living and created a labour shortage as the mills



and garment factories in those areas compete for workers with other industries. the labour
shortage coincided with the push by the industry, with support from the government, to become
more competitive and increase its share in export market sourcing to international brands
(narayanaswamy & sachithanandam, 2010). Documentation from the south indian mill As-
sociation (simA) and textile Associations research Association (sitrA) indicates that women
workers were considered to be more desirable, more compliant, easier to supervise and less
likely to join unions. simA initiated a three-point strategy to bring down labour costs, which
included: a push against ‘militant labour’ by reducing the number of men employed; an increase
in the employment of women workers; and the introduction of a three-year apprenticeship
known as the sumangali scheme (Kumar, 1999; neetha, 2002). the feminisation of the work-
force in the mills and garment factories came about because poor rural women were identified
as a potential pool of workers, and the sumangali scheme emerged in the late 1990s to meet
the employer objectives to recruit more manageable workers (narayanaswamy & sachithanan-
dam, 2010; neetha, 2002). 

the terms sumangali, camp labour or camp labour coolies are frequently used interchangeably.
the term ‘sumangali’ is used to refer to a form of bonded labour where young women have a
fixed-term contract and a significant portion of the legal minimum wage and/or other payments
to which they are entitled are withheld until they have completed the contract. 4 the term camp
labour refers to arrangements whereby workers live in company-controlled hostels with no free-
dom of movement so that they will be available to work on call, won’t seek work in other fac-
tories or mills and will be deterred from joining a union. Both sumangali and camp labour are
forms of forced labour. in this report we use the term forced labour to encompass both practices. 

Methodology

this report is part of a series based on the findings of a three-year Australian research Council
linkage Project analysing the effectiveness of non-judicial redress mechanisms in responding
to human rights concerns in which transnational business activity is involved. we adopt a broad
definition of non-judicial grievance mechanisms, namely, those that are mandated to receive
complaints, but are not empowered to produce legally binding adjudications.

research has sought to shed light on the range of factors that contribute to greater or lesser ef-
fectiveness and legitimacy in the functioning of transnational grievance-handling systems. A
key objective of the project is to develop recommendations regarding how non-judicial forms
of redress can better support communities who are adversely impacted by business operations
to access justice and have their human rights respected. these recommendations are primarily
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4 The Employee Provident Fund(PF) is a social security fund. Employers are required to transfer 12 percent of the em-
ployee’s salary to this fund and make a match contribution. This money is meant to be transferred to the relevant gov-
ernment department, but many employers keep the money, some transfer the funds when a worker finishes her 3 to 5
year term. A worker that leaves before finishing the contract period may lose the PF money she is legally entitled to claim.
NGOs pointed to a major discrepancy between the number of workers employed in the mills and the number registered
for PF as evidence that employers are not registering workers under the PF nor making the employer contribution.
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aimed at those who participate in these mechanisms, including businesses, affected communi-
ties and civil society organisations, as well as staff and other members or stakeholders of griev-
ance-handling mechanisms themselves.

field research for the project as a whole has focused on human rights grievances in the garment
and footwear, agribusiness and extractives sectors, with case studies for each sector drawn from
two jurisdictions: india and indonesia. ten case study reports examine specific human rights
grievances experienced by communities and workers and the strategies employed in their at-
tempts to gain redress in the context of these specific sectors and regulatory environments. five
mechanism reports in this series have been developed to provide a better understanding of the
effectiveness of individual non-judicial human rights mechanisms governing transnational
business. in addition to these individual case-study and mechanism reports, the project’s overall
findings are presented in four cross-cutting reports which provide broader comparative analyses
across the various case studies we examined.

this case study is the companion to another report in this series, The Ethical Trading Initiative:
Negotiated solutions to human rights violations in global supply chains?

this case study was selected because it provided us with the opportunity to study a combination
of claim-making strategies pursued by a network of civil society actors including: social move-
ment strategies, complaints to indian national and state judicial and non-judicial institutions
and to the ethical trading initiative - a multi stakeholder initiative. the range of claim-making
strategies explored in the case provide insights into the benefits and the limitations of each of
these approaches and their effectiveness.

the scope of our research in this case is limited in several ways. this report draws on case ma-
terials and events that occurred through civil society campaigns and claim-making strategies
on forced labour in the garment sector in tamil nadu. the detailed examination of the indian
national and state judicial and non-judicial mechanisms and transnational non–judicial mech-
anism the ethical trading initiative are not necessarily representative of all matters handled by
these mechanisms.  However, our research provides a detailed analysis of the processes and ac-
tions undertaken through these mechanisms in relation to grievances of the young women in
the garment sector in tamil nadu. our research offers insights on the effectiveness of the claim-
making strategies used in this case, and proposes broader lessons from the case. the claim-
making strategies described in this report have occurred over a long period and are ongoing.
our field visits took place between 2011 and 2015 and our analysis primarily focuses on this
period, although we do briefly comment on some recent developments. 

this report focuses on forced labour in the garment sector and is informed by 72 semi-struc-
tured interviews and focus group discussions involving a total of 140 research participants. the
research participants were representatives of companies or industry associations, representatives
of trade unions or non-government organisations (nGos), or were workers or former workers
in the garment sector in india. of the company participants, five represented companies that
are currently eti members and the rest were representatives of supplier companies in india.
eight eti member companies were invited to participate in the research and three ultimately



did participate in research interviews. of the trade union and nGo participants, ten represented
eti member organisations. interviews were also conducted with seven eti staff and one eti
consultant. some interviews were conducted via skype or telephone but most were conducted
during research trips to india and the uK between December 2011 and July 2015. Additional
information is drawn from relevant research, media, civil society and company websites. the
report therefore primarily focuses on this period, although some aspects of the analysis have
been updated with more recent information. the research also drew from various eti publi-
cations and programme reports, third-party evaluations of eti programmes and studies that
document working conditions in relevant supply chains. A draft of this report was shared with
key research participants and their comments were considered when preparing the final version.

the researchers who conducted the research for this report focused particular attention on the
extent to which non-judicial grievance processes are addressing violations of the following
human rights issues:

freedom of association and the right to negotiate or bargain collectively (ilo Conven-•
tions 87 & 98, Article 20 universal Declaration of Human rights);

the right to job security and protection against irregular/precarious work arrangements•
(ilo Convention 158);

the right to just and favourable remuneration (Article 23(3) universal Declaration of•
Human rights) and a decent living for workers and their families (Article 7(a) inter-
national Covenant on economic, social and Cultural rights); 

elimination of forced labour (ilo Conventions, 29, 105) and the Protocol of 2014 to•
the forced labour Convention, 1930 (no. 29).

the rights of women, the Convention on the elimination of all forms of Discrimination•
Against women (CeDAw)

these human rights issues were prioritised for the garment and footwear case studies in this
series because these rights were frequently identified by interviewees as being particularly im-
portant rights in the labour context, since each of these rights is fundamental to increasing
workers’ capacity to achieve more systematic and sustained improvements in working condi-
tions throughout manufacturing supply chains. for example, if there is no freedom to organise
and negotiate collectively then workers with few other employment options will rarely, if ever,
raise grievances for fear of being victimised. in considering this issue we applied a broader con-
cept of the ability to organise to include non-traditional forms of organising, such as community
organising that may include informal and unorganised workers. the right to secure forms of
employment is also very important because in all the garment and footwear case studies, pre-
carious work arrangements, contract; temporary and the use of apprenticeship sumangali
schemes are contributing to undermining workers’ freedom to organise. 

Adequate remuneration is crucial to the empowerment of workers because poorly paid workers
live in a highly precarious economic state that makes it difficult for them to engage in advocacy
efforts to improve their lives. it is important to note that in most countries that produce goods
for companies, legal minimum wages are often well below what is needed for workers and their
families to meet their basic needs. 
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Affectedpeople

the mills and factories recruit young women and girls aged between 12 and 20 from distant poor
rural areas where there are few alternative employment options. many of the young women and
girls are engaged under sumangali or fixed-term schemes and housed in company hostels. esti-
mates of 200,000 workers are employed in the garment sector districts of tamil nadu, with ap-
proximately 60% being women from Dalit background, and an estimated one third are employed
through sumangali and fixed-term schemes (iCn and fnv mondiaal, 2014; reAD, 2015). 

over the course of this research we interviewed many young women who had returned from
working in mills and factories. we met the young women mainly in their home location, in re-
mote rural villages and tea plantation areas. in one focus group discussion with 20 ex-textile
women workers in the Pudukkottai district, the women unanimously responded to the question
about how they deal with the harsh conditions. they stated the reason for going away to work
was to assist their families, who faced dire economic circumstances. By thinking about the sit-
uation of their family, and the fact that they were assisting them, made it more bearable. it was
not uncommon for women we interviewed to state that they were preparing to return for an-
other three-year term; they felt they had little option, since it was how they could assist their
family (female workers’ interviews, 2011, 2012). 

the motivation of the young women to assist their families leaves them in a difficult position:
they are willing to endure almost anything to get the money to help their family. over the many
interviews conducted for the research project, the women could clearly identify the injustices
they experience. they spoke of the negative impact on their health, from dust, fumes, heat, ex-
haustion due to no rest days, the lack of sleep due to having to constantly work, and lack of access
to leave and the restrictions on their movements by not being able to leave the factory premises.
the women stated that they missed seeing their family and the lack of care when they were sick.
the physical conditions of poor food and limited break times to bathe and access to bathrooms
impacted on their quality of life and the capacity to maintain their health. the women became
resourceful to address the many inadequacies and lack of care by employers. for example, they
used their handkerchiefs as dust masks, put oil in their hair to reduce the impact of heat, and
helped each other out when they were sick, borrowing money for medical expenses.  

the women workers openly discussed the low wages and poor treatment, and how the hope of
securing the lump sum payment kept them going. But for many this did not come about: there
were disputes with the employer about leave taken and having to make up time, and some re-
ported that for a few days’ leave they were required to work an additional month. others re-
ported that when they left before completing their three-year contract, they did not receive the
payment they were owed. some families have approached local trade unions for support for in-
dividual cases and have won compensation or been successful in extracting their daughters
from the company compound. 

the main method of resistance by the young women takes the form of leaving their employ-
ment. this often occurred at festival times on returning for a time to their village and then not
going back to work. they would then find employment in another company, sometimes decid-
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ing where to go in consultation with a group of their friends and acting together. young women
have spoken out about conditions at work, sometimes on public platforms and to the media.
for example, in 2012, more than a thousand women attended a meeting to discuss the impact
of the scheme and work on adolescent girls.  Activities coordinated by CAss and tPf frequently
involve the young women speaking about their experiences, and telling their stories.  in addi-
tion, many workers who spoke to us as part of this research were motivated to speak out to pre-
vent other girls having a similar experience; they commented, ‘they cheated me out of wages
and the provident fund and l couldn’t get it back, so l don’t want other girls to be treated like
me’. (female worker interview, 2011)

the garment sector in tamil nadu has the potential to offer women employment opportunities,
if the abuses can be eliminated. Despite the hardships they are forced to endure in the workplace,
many of the young women welcome the opportunity to earn a living. in addition to offering an
escape from the rural poverty, many of the women we spoke to say that they enjoy going out of
the village and travelling alone to places; they make friends and have opportunities to socialise
with other women; and they see the urban environment as modern in comparison to village
life. when asked what they liked about working in the mills and factories they mentioned learn-
ing new skills, experiencing living amongst many girls from different castes and being able to
move beyond caste, and realising that many other girls lived in poverty, that they were not the
only ones. (female workers’ interviews, 2011, 2012, 2014) 

HumanRightsIssues
the young women recruited to work in tamil nadu garment factories and textile mills experi-
ence a wide range of human rights abuses, from bonded labour through sumangali schemes to
being housed in company hostels with limited freedom of movement.  these arrangements en-
able employers to call on workers to work excessive hours, pay below-minimum wages, and
withhold wages.  workers experience limited freedom of movement and no freedom of asso-
ciation, which leaves them fearful and limits any potential for them to pursue grievances related
to these labour rights violations.

Bondedlabour–Sumangalischeme
the spinning mills and to some lesser extent garment manufacturers in tirupur and Coimbat-
ore devised the sumangali or (marriage Assistance sumangali scheme), to recruit women work-
ers to the mills and factories. the apprentice -sumangali schemes were initiated in the late
1990s around the time of large-scale change in the textile industry. Previously apprentices were
employed for up to a year and then often became permanent workers. the replacement ap-
prenticeship ‘sumangali scheme’ was extended to three years; young women and girls were re-
cruited to fill these positions, wages paid were below minimum wage, and wages were withheld
and paid as a lump sum payment at the end of the scheme term. the young women and girls,
some as young as 12, are employed as trainees or apprentices for up to three years. As appren-
tices, employed under the sumangali scheme, they have few rights under the indian labour law:
they are entitled to minimum wages and the minimum age is 15 in india, though those below
the age of 18 are not permitted to work in hazardous environments. (iCn & fnv, 2014)



the sumangali schemes rely on recruitment agents who target families in economically destitute
rural areas and promise comfortable and secure living arrangements and lump sum payments
(approx. 30 to 50,000 rupees, or usD$550 to usD$900) at the end of the three-year term. the
schemes are promoted as a means for young women to access a dowry to marry, and to attract
rural families who may be heavily indebted, or in need of an income to survive (tPf, 2000;
narayanaswamy & sachithanandam 2010; somo & iCn, 2012). the presence of sumangali
schemes has been reported to be less prevalent in the garment factories, but the presence of sim-
ilar fixed term scheme arrangements remains widespread in the garment factories textile mills
and amongst vertically integrated firms (interviews nGos, 2015). the women workers com-
monly complain that they do not receive the promised lump sum payments and other entitle-
ments once they leave the mills and even those women who do receive the lump sum are often
being paid less than the (very low) legal minimum wage for apprentices (even when the lump
sum is taken into account)5.  the number of individual grievances pursued is small but growing;
for example, some women have written letters to local companies requesting their unpaid wages
and, with the assistance of local nGos, are lodging complaints with the district court. 

ForcedLabour–camplabour
workers in mills and factories live in company-controlled hostels in a regime known as ‘camp
labour’ or ‘camp coolies’. Hostels are located often within a company-controlled compound
and are guarded by security staff. women workers described harsh work conditions, and poor
food and amenities combined with lack of freedom as the main reasons that they found it dif-
ficult. one worker describes her experience of working in one of the mills thus:

They recruited me under the three-year scheme; they said they would pay me Rs. 35,000.  I did not
stay there, the food was not good, the work was too hard, there was no proper bathroom, the rooms
were cramped, we were not provided with masks, we were expected to wear handkerchiefs. The
managers were not good, we were not allowed to visit our homes during festive seasons, we were
not allowed to talk to our parents when they phoned us, we were not allowed to go out even if we
wanted to buy some things for ourselves. (female textile worker, 2013)

local and international nGos and unions have extensively documented the harsh work con-
ditions and common worker complaints (see table 2). workers in company hostel accommo-
dation are expected to work overtime and double shifts, and to fill staffing gaps; employers
consider them to be on call 24–7. over the period of this research project we spoke to many
young women who had worked in the mills and factories, and many spoke of the experience of
being woken during the night to work:

At the hostel, it was very difficult, we will be in deep sleep they will wake us up and tell us to get
back to work. At times we would have done the first shift and during the second shift the machine
would have been idle. If someone is on leave for the night shift, it is we in the hostels that have to
work that shift as well. (female textile worker, 2014)
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5 Wages described by interviewees varied considerably, some reported receiving a very low amount initially, then it would
gradually increase.  Women reported monthly wages from Rs 1500 to the highest mentioned being Rs 4500, including
a loading for overtime when it was paid. 



most workers are allowed out only on rare occasions, and only when accompanied by a person
from the company or a relative. one worker described her work: 

They wouldn’t allow us to go home for Diwali they would say; we can all join and celebrate Diwali
here. If l wanted to buy clothes, they would never let us out, they would bring the clothes to the com-
pany at the beginning of the month and we could buy whatever we wanted. Over the five years that
I worked in the company, they allowed us to visit the village once every six months. We were only
allowed to leave if someone from our home came to pick us up, when we joined the company we
were asked to provide the names of three people, any one of them could come to pick us up, but they
wouldn’t allow us out otherwise. (female worker interview, 2013)

the women workers’ lack of freedom of movement means they have difficulty accessing infor-
mation about other job opportunities and their restricted movement is an additional barrier to
unions trying to make contact with the workers. 

Genderdiscrimination
the garment sector has targeted young women from Dalit and low caste communities in eco-
nomically depressed areas of tamil nadu to work in mills and factories. the employers argue
that the young women are not permitted to leave the hostels and factory compounds for their
own protection. this means women may have difficulty accessing information about other job
opportunities and it is an additional barrier to unions making contact with them to attempt to
organise them. the situation of the young women recruited to work in garment factories and
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textile mills highlights how the young women’s perception of rights and justice is shaped by
their experiences in the home and village and how they are treated in the workplace. they move
away from their families and are put to work in a harsh environment where they are often re-
quired to work around the clock. while their primary reason to go to work is to assist their
families, the societal attitudes towards them remain highly discriminatory. the employers de-
liberately target the young women from economically disadvantaged areas, assuming they are
naïve and less likely to complain. As one worker stated, ‘the company knew we would not ask
questions, we were naïve and the company knew it”. (female worker interview, 2011)

the concept of the ‘sumangali scheme’ or ‘happily married’ is based on the premise of the
dowry system, where a woman’s family is required to pay a dowry to the in-law family. the
dowry system is illegal in india but still widely practised. the employer motives for promoting
the scheme reinforces gender stereotypes of young women subject to their parents and employ-
ers will. for example, the justification by employers for keeping the young women confined to
the mill or factory compound and restricting their freedom of movement is rationalised around
appealing to parents’ concern for their welfare.  

employers’ justification for lack of freedom of movement of the young women was described
by a Dalit organisation reAD representative as self-serving; he commented:

Nowadays, the employer says, once they go out maybe they will run away, who will ensure they are
safe? I cannot take this responsibility; immediately the rural families say, ok sir, don’t allow my daugh-
ter outside. There are one or two instances of girls and boys having a love affair, but the factory poses
greater danger for the girls, many girls have lost fingers, arms, been sexually harassed, they die. It is
more dangerous inside the factory than outside. (mr Karuppu samy, reAD interview, 2015)

work conditions are harsh: forced overtime, sexual harassment, verbal and physical abuse, denial
of a rest day, poor occupational health and safety protection and substandard food and living
conditions have been extensively documented by local and international nGos and unions.6

worker interviewees we spoke to mentioned the harsh and abusive treatment by supervisors
and that sexual harassment was common. the women that experienced sexual harassment were
understandably reluctant to discuss the details, but some commented that if supervisors touched
women’s bodies it meant they could get an easier time, for example being able to sit while work-
ing, gaining permission to have leave or to receive some assistance if they were sick.  

Discriminationbasedoncaste
the ‘Dalit’, a term meaning ‘the oppressed’ and previously referred to as untouchables, are con-
sidered outcasts of the Hindu caste system. Dalit communities reclaimed the term as a means to
build a self-defined identity and rights-based national movement (Dalit foundation, 2014). the
official term used by the indian government to refer to Dalit groups is ‘scheduled caste’ (sC/st).
the scheduled caste encompasses a number of sub-castes, and various reports on the sumangali
scheme identify a specific focus on recruitment of young women and girls from the Arunthatiyar
sub-caste, the ‘Dalits among the Dalits’. (narayanaswamy & sachithanandam, 2010; reAD, 2015)
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6 Relevant reports include:  SOMO and ICN, 2012a; SOMO and ICN, 2011; CEC, 2010; ASI, 2012; SOMO and ICN,
2012b; Every Child, 2010; FLA and Solidaridad, 2012; TPF, 2008 (see table 2).



Dalit girls and women face specific forms of discrimination. Dalit organisation reAD reported
that the rooms in the hostels are allotted according to caste and that Dalit girls are taunted if
they complain about poor conditions in the hostel. with regard to the situation at the workplace
much of the heavier work and cleaning tasks are given to Dalit girls. they also reported that
Dalit girls are forced to do extra work during night shifts, when there is a shortage of workers
(reAD interview, 2015). several cases involving sexual abuse and death of young Dalit women
occurring in mills have been registered under the sC/st Atrocities Act (reAD, 2014). 

Poorlabourstandards
Basic rights such as payment of minimum wage, rest days and regular leave, sick leave and over-
time payments are denied to many workers. reports of poor health were common amongst
women we spoke to; many workers entered the workplace from school, being of a young age
with no previous work experience; long hours and poor nutrition led to deterioration of their
health. workers reported contracts for varying length of time and payments, and the women
or their parents were asked to sign blank pages, leaving the women with little knowledge of the
work contract arrangement (tPf, 2004; somo/iCn, 2012; narayanaswamy and sachithanan-
dam, 2010; sAve, 2014). further to the poor conditions in the spinning mills, incidents of sex-
ual harassment and victimisation have been documented as a contributing factor to a number
of young women’s deaths. (nGo representatives sAve interview, 2014; CAre t, 2014; tPf,
2014 & reAD, 2015)  

Childlabour
many young women recruited to work in the mills and factories were under 14 at the time of
commencing their employment. Amongst the women we interviewed as part of this research
many reported joining the workforce as young as 12 years through a sumangali scheme. the
nGos in Coimbatore and tirupur have frequently organised raids with government inspectors
to rescue young girls in mills and factories7. in 2012, tirupur Peoples forum (tPf) estimated
that most of the young women and girls that make up the workforce are less than 18 years and
many younger than 14 years. the children working in the mills were required to work 12-hour
shifts, and those who lived in hostels were not allowed to leave and could not visit their homes
nor have visits from family members. 

According to ilo international standards the minimum age is 18 years. the indian government
recent Child and Adolescent Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act 2016 (CLPR), aims to pre-
vent children (those aged up to 14 years) from being engaged in any occupation and adolescents
(those above 14 years and under 18) from being employed in hazardous work. Critics of the
amended Act state that there are limits to what is defined as hazardous work and the list of haz-
ardous work will be subject to government discretion (Gupta, 2016)8. under the ClPr Act
2016, no persons under the age of 18 would be permitted to work in the garment sector (an oc-
cupation listed in the factory Act). 
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7 Media outlets in India reported that on 15 and 16 October 2012 a total of 138 children working in spinning mills in
Tamil Nadu were rescued by state officials. In the Erode district officials rescued 27 child labourers, 17 of them boys
and 10 girls, from a spinning mill in Karungalpalayam found over 60 workers, mostly teenagers. 
8 NGOs have criticised the CLPR Act 2016, for permitting children (those under 14) to work in family enterprises in
the home if after school hours. 



Recruitmentpractices
employment agents or brokers recruit workers for the factory employers, the women then move to
the mill locations to work, and the companies provide hostels which are purported to provide a
safe living environment for young women, without which parents are unlikely to allow their daugh-
ters to move away from home. from the young women’s perspective, the economic circumstances
of their family is one of the key reasons why they agree to go to the mills and garment factories:  

I have two older sisters and one brother; both my sisters went to work because of the family situation.
They supported my brother and I to complete our education; I completed college. Now they are both
married and we are unable to run the household so we went to work at the mill. (female textile
worker interview, 2014)

the mills recruit workers through recruitment visits to rural villages, as one worker described:

These agents just choose the poorest villages and they’ll just concentrate on our community, you
know, schedule caste and most backward caste. Because they know there is more suffering and we
need the money more. (female textile worker interview, 2011) 

the recruitment flier from a large textile firm distributed amongst rural areas lists numerous
conditions available to workers, such as employees Provident fund (Pf) and employee state
insurance (esi)9. the promise of an ongoing job, paid leave and national holidays, access to a
library, clean water and hot water for bathing, a swimming pool, free medical care, computer
training, a beauty parlour, meditation, yoga classes and ongoing educational assistance are all
listed as benefits for mill workers (recruitment flier, 2013)10. However, none of the workers we
spoke to stated that any of these benefits were ever available to them. in addition to the deliberate
recruitment of young women and girls from Dalit and other low caste groups, such as in tamil
nadu, a recent development has been young women and men being recruited from much poorer
states in north and eastern states of india such as odisha, Jharkand, Bihar, Chathisgarh and
west Bengal where there are very few job opportunities, extreme poverty and where the mini-
mum wages are much lower. (nGos interviews, 2012, 2013, 2015)

FreedomofAssociation
the workers in the mills and garment factories are largely unorganised – it has been very dif-
ficult for unions to even make contact with the young women in the hostels. Hence it is difficult
for the women working in the mills and garment factories to participate in any form of collective
representation or bargaining. the owners of the mills and factories have implemented a range
of measures to prevent unions gaining access to workers, such as the presence of security guards,
walled compounds, transporting workers to and from the workplace, and preventing workers
from leaving the compound unguarded. these measures combined with changes to the trade
union Act of 1926, in 2001, that a union must represent 100 workers or ten per cent of the
workforce or whichever is less, has the consequence of being a deterrent to freedom of associ-
ation. in addition, there is no legal obligation on private sector employers to recognise unions
or to collectively bargain, which further deters freedom of association and union organising.
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9 A social security and health benefits scheme to which employees and employers co-contribute payments. Both of these
benefits are legal requirements that employers provide to workers.  
10 Many recruiters/agents are paid by employers a commission for each girl they recruit; NGOs reported amounts be-
tween Rps 1000-3000 per worker were reported being paid to agents. Some agents received ongoing payments for as
long as the worker remained working at the mill (NGOs interviews, 2012, 2013).



Occupationalhealthandsafety
the hazards associated with textiles has been well documented, although many of the studies
base their assessment on the average male as per their weight and physical conditions. many of
the young women complained of respiratory and stomach problems some of which were caused
by dust from cotton. women workers reported working twelve-hour shifts, being forced to work
overtime, and being required to work double shifts. the effect of long hours with little rest time
is particularly gruelling on the young women and girls. Compounding this, many workers re-
ported poor quality of food and unhygienic conditions, which contributed to making them feel-
ing unwell and fatigued.  

numerous cases documented by tamil nadu nGos highlight a lack of responsibility by employ-
ers for the welfare of workers. instances of death by suicide triggered by sexual harassment and
abuse by male supervisors are not uncommon. there are many examples of employers covering
up any links to injured or ill young women workers. several instances of cover-ups related to
cause of death have been recorded, particularly when suicide was attributed as cause of death.11

in one case a young women worker was raped and murdered by a supervisor and co-workers,
but the employer told parents the young woman died from choking (reAD, 2014). the practice
of employers sending critically ill women home to die was mentioned by a number of nGos.  
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picious circumstances of the deaths of young women in mills and hostels, for example, The times of India 28 September,
2013, “Girl kills herself in textile mill hostel, kin suspect foul play’.
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Overviewandevaluationofclaim-makingstrategies

our analysis indicates that garment sector workers have very limited access to grievance
processes through suppliers, transnational brands, and msis.  the multiple claim-making strate-
gies initiated by local and transnational nGos and unions have focused on the systemic issues
in the sector that affect the young women workers.  Primary to this is the widespread use of
forced and bonded labour and other types of labour rights abuse linked to this practice, which
severely limit the women workers’ capacity to initiate a claim or to raise their grievances. 

A number of nGos and trade unions in tamil nadu have been campaigning for many years
for an end to bonded, forced and child labour and for improved wages and greater respect for
workers’ labour rights in the garment and textile industry in that state. As summarised in table
2 below, the bonded labour ‘sumangali schemes’ and forced labour arrangements have been
the subject of cases in the madras/Chennai High Court and of complaints to the national
Human rights Commission and the tamil nadu women’s Commission. the use of a combi-
nation of non-judicial and judicial grievance strategies has increased the awareness around the
issues and influenced some change in government policy, but has had limited impact on local
and transnational business behaviour.

international nGos and social movement campaigns have worked with local indian groups to
document the problems experienced by sumangali and camp labour workers and identified the
links to international brands. the numerous reports have highlighted the situation of women
workers in the textile and garment industry in tamil nadu, especially in relation to sumangali
schemes, and extensively documented the labour rights abuses, and in many instance identified
the mills engaging in forced labour practices and the international brands sourcing from these
mills (somo/iCn 2010, 2012, 2014). the reports have triggered national and worldwide media
attention and public debate and resulted in discussions and initiatives by a number of interna-
tional non-judicial mechanisms, including social Accountability international (sA 8000), eth-
ical trading initiative (eti), fair labour Association (flA), fair wear foundation (fwf) and
the Business social Compliance initiative (BsCi). 

the gendered nature of the workers’ labour is entrenched in the local and international social
relations of the supply chain. this is evidenced through the way international brands and sup-
pliers justify the confined hostel accommodation as being necessary due to cultural factors; the
local firms reinforce the stereotyped views of the women being a compliant and passive work-
force; and their family justify sending them to work as a means of income, or for funds to marry
them off. the women have little say in their lives, and many accept that their families are facing
economic hardship and they can assist by going out to work.  

multiple barriers to seeking redress are evident in this case. foremost are the power inequalities
between the parties. there are vast inequalities in power between the women workers and the
textile and garment employers and their associations and the government and these inequalities
impact in various ways on the capacity of the women workers to seek redress. the recruitment
of mainly Dalit young women, many under 18 years, to work long hours with no freedom of
movement and no freedom of association deliberately curtails any opportunity to make com-
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plaints or seek redress. the direct recruitment of groups that are socially, economically and po-
litically marginalised in indian society further disadvantages any possible access to grievance.
the women workers experience a significant representation gap that limits their potential to
develop leadership and collective agency to voice their grievances. Prominent male leaders of
nGos, unions and government institutions can be paternalistic towards the young women, and
government agencies ignore their plight, particularly when abuse of Dalit girls and women is
involved. the potential for the women workers to access unions responsive to their needs could
assist them to raise grievances to employers and transnational business. 

to date the eti is the non-judicial mechanism with the most advanced programme in relation
to the sector in tamil nadu. the eti’s intervention has been relatively indirect, focusing on rais-
ing awareness of labour rights issues in the villages from which the workers recruited, among
recruiting agents, and among the textile and mill workers themselves. in this report we argue
eti member companies could more effectively combat forced labour if they used their collective
buying power to persuade mill and factory owners to allow trade unions and other local advocacy
organisations to have regular contact with the women working in the sector. 

the claim-making strategies examined in this case relate to social movement activities, non-judicial
and legal strategies and the non-judicial mechanism the eti, but we find the impact on global and
local business practice has not eliminated forced labour practices. the following section, sum-
marised in table 2, details the events and claim-making strategies around forced labour in the
tamil nadu garment sector, and is followed by a discussion of each of the claim-making strategies. 

Summaryofclaim-makingstrategies
the range of claim-making strategies discussed in the following section highlights how aware-
ness of the problem has increased amongst indian government, industry and civil society, and
similarly amongst the international community of nGos, unions, international brands and var-
ious industry and multi-stakeholder initiatives such as the ethical trading initiative (eti).
However, we find that little progress has been made to end such practices, which remain wide-
spread in the sector.  table 2 provides a timeline of key events and the initiating entity.
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Table 2: Summary timeline of claim-making strategies and events 1998-2016 

Date Initiative Actor

1998 introduction of the sumangali scheme recruitment strategy fo-
cused on recruiting young girls and women, mainly from Dalit
communities in rural villages of tamil nadu.
Hostel accommodation established to house young women work-
ing in textile mills and garment factories, the hostels are commonly
in the mill/factory compound, but may be located outside factory
compounds.

employers: mill and some garment
factory owners in tirupur, Coimbat-
ore, Dindigul and erode districts of
tamil nadu.
employers: mill and garment fac-
tory owners.

2000-2002 report 2002: A case study on sA 8000 standards in tirupur
Garment industry.

sAve

2003-2009 report 2011: Captured by Cotton, finds widespread abuses in in-
dustry exposes sumangali schemes in tamil nadu, mills and fac-
tories
report 2012: slavery in indian Garment manufacturer 
report 2013: maid in india, finds sumangali scheme and forced
labour common in global brand supply chains 
report 2013: Bonded (child) labour in the south indian Garment
industry, finds child labour extensively used
report 2012: slavery on the high street/complaint to eti, finds
forced labour common in uK brand supply chains
report 2012: Precarious work in india, finds brands not doing
enough to address forced and bonded labour
training: labour rights training conducted in some mills after
somo/iCn reports name mills and brands
report 2012: understanding the characteristics of the sumangali
scheme
Campaign activities: Caravan against sumangali scheme
establishment of eti uK working group: tamil nadu multi-
stakeholder Group  
eti office established in Coimbatore and field workers employed

tPf 
tPf
madras/Chennai High Court
trade union initiated case in tamil nadu
tamil nadu Govt.
tamil nadu spinning mills vs. tamil
nadu Govt.
tamil nadu Govt./labour ministry
tPf
tPf
madras High Court

2010-2012 eti Programme 2013: eti three-part programme announced in
uK
labour rights training & sexual harassment awareness training
conducted in several integrated companies by sAve
monitoring at KPr: nGos conduct monitoring in large textile mill 
report 2014: small steps - Big Challenges, reports some progress
following local nGos conduct labour rights inspections in textile
mill
meetings: Brands (C&A, H&m & Primark) meet in netherlands
to discuss living wage and responses to sumangali-camp labour
issues
report 2014: Behind the showroom, finds labour abuses continu-
ing
report 2014: flawed fabrics, finds a prevalence of ‘sumangali’ type
schemes and forced labour continue to be present in global brand
supply chains
lobbying by tPf to tamil nadu labour ministry to increase min-
imum wage for textile apprentices.
Government announces minimum wage increase for all workers
in garment sector (Dec. 2014)

somo/iCn (2011)
CeC
somo/iCn (2012)
somo (2013)
Asi (2012)
industriAll (2012)
sAve
solidaridad (2012)
CAss/tPf
eti
eti
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2013-2014 eti Programme 2013: eti three-part programme announced in
uK
labour rights training & sexual harassment awareness training
conducted in several integrated companies by sAve
monitoring at KPr: nGos conduct monitoring in large textile mill 
report 2014: small steps - Big Challenges, reports some progress
following local nGos conduct labour rights inspections in textile
mill
meetings: Brands (C&A, H&m & Primark) meet in netherlands
to discuss living wage and responses to sumangali-camp labour
issues
report 2014: Behind the showroom, finds labour abuses continu-
ing
report 2014: flawed fabrics, finds a prevalence of ‘sumangali’ type
schemes and forced labour continue to be present in global brand
supply chains
lobbying by tPf to tamil nadu labour ministry to increase min-
imum wage for textile apprentices.
Government announces minimum wage increase for all workers
in garment sector (Dec. 2014)

eti
sAve- fairwear foundation
sAve, Care t, reAD
fnv mondiaal & iCn (2014)
iCn/somo
iCn/somo
fiDH (2014)
somo / iCn (2014)
tPf
tamil nadu Government

2015-2016 multi-stakeholder initiative – nGos in tamil nadu form a new
forum aimed to directly work with unions, mill & factory owners,
industry associations & international brands 
Complaint to the eti about forced labour at suppliers of eti brand
members AsDA/walmart and sainsbury 

tPf

Hww and iCn
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Theuseofgrievancemanagementstrategies
this section discusses the elements of grievance management strategies as summarised in table
2.  in relation to forced labour in the garment and textile sector we identify three types of griev-
ance management strategies: 

1. social movement campaigns

2. the use of national and state judicial and non-judicial institutions 

3. the non-judicial mechanism the ethical trading initiative (eti).

women workers in the textile and garment sector have been party to complaint processes
through local and transnational nGo campaign activities, the tamil nadu women’s commission
and legal avenues in india. we consider social movement campaigns as a grievance strategy
consistent with a broad understanding of grievance, since this is often an effective and imme-
diate way for local communities to articulate a grievance. the research identified the activities
of local nGos having led the activities and being the mainstay of transnational nGo campaign
activities.  

the reporting of the events related to this case are ongoing, and through the final field visit in
2015 we attempted to identify what impact, if any, the claim-making strategies have had on the
women workers’ human rights violations. we evaluate the strategies and outcomes of each of
these approaches to grievance, and the impact on business behaviour.  each of the claim-making
strategies is discussed in turn, and the report is structured around the role played by key stake-
holders, their activities and responses to these strategies. 

Claim-makingstrategiesthroughsocialmovementcampaigns
well-organised, sustained campaign strategies have been conducted in india over the last two
decades. the work conditions in the mills and garment factories in the tamil nadu districts of
Coimbatore, tirupur, erode and Dindigul have been extensively documented by local civil so-
ciety organisations. local (tamil nadu) nGos, trade unions and civil society coalitions such
as the tirupur Peoples forum for Protection of the environment and labour rights (tPf) and
Campaign Against sumangali scheme (CAss) have been campaigning on the issue of forced
labour in the garment sector since the early 2000s. 

the tPf was established in 2006, in response to the increase in labour rights violations and ex-
ploitation of migrant and women workers and child labour in the garment and textile industries.
the tPf also addresses environment issues and has been active in lobbying for industry to be
held to account for extensive polluting of rivers and their disruption to agricultural land and
the resulting displacement of communities. the tPf is a coalition of over 40 nGos. sAve, one
of the founding members of the tPf, galvanised support amongst key nGos, unions and in-
ternational supporters to research, publish, campaign and lobby for legal reform around the
sumangali and camp labour issues. the work of local nGos in the area, such as sAve and other
members of the tPf, has focused on raising awareness of the harsh conditions and labour rights
abuses linked to the sumangali scheme and forced labour linked to factory hostel accommo-
dation experienced by the women workers.  
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in a key report titled Women Workers in a Cage, the tPf convenor at the time and the director
of sAve, mr A. Aloysius, says in the preface: ‘i hope the outcome of this study will be useful in
the emancipation of women workers in the garment industry in this region’ (tPf, 2007:3). the
author of the report and director of CAre-t, mr s. m. Prithiviraj, took over the role of tPf
convenor in 2013. the two leaders and their respective organisations have played a significant
role in the progress of campaign activities in tamil nadu. Alongside the research and docu-
mentation of the numerous difficulties the women workers face, nGo members of the tPf
have actively lobbied and campaigned to address systemic change through engagement with
state and national institutions, international nGos, brands and non-judicial industry and multi-
stakeholder initiatives (e.g., eti, flA & BsCi). 

Key campaign activities have included conducting seminars and workshops to bring nGos,
unions and government officials together to develop a common understanding of the problems,
to discuss policy implications and to gain agreement on future strategies. tPf liaises with a union
Joint Action Committee (JAC), made up of five trade unions that work in the textile and garment
industry, based in Coimbatore, tirupur and surrounding districts.  in addition, the tPf and var-
ious members have lobbied political parties and collected witness statements from women work-
ers for high court hearings and the women’s Commission inquiry, discussed later in this report. 

over time the nGos have developed a range of measures and interventions to improve aware-
ness of the extreme conditions many women and child workers face. An intervention by nGos
to establish of a hotline to rescue child labourers from garment and textile factories is an example
of such activities. over a seven-month period between July 2012 to march 2013, 115 young
girls from garment factories and 164 from textile mills were rescued.  of these 279, the majority
were under 14 years of age (tPf, 2014; the Hindu, 2012).  many deaths have been reported,
mostly suicides resulting from sexual harassment; two hostel workers from a garment factory
died from hanging themselves, other women were sent home due to poor health without any
medical assistance and subsequently died (sAve, 2013; Asi, 2013).  many families have sought
inquiries and staged public protests following the deaths of their daughters and the secrecy in
which the factories have surrounded the women’s deaths (sAve, 2014). in 2012, CAss members
conducted a caravan against sumangali campaign across the state of tamil nadu, raising aware-
ness amongst parents and the community of the problems with the sumangali and fixed-term
schemes and the associated labour rights abuses, which culminated in a large protest with young
women and their parents participating (sAve, 2013). 

the campaign activities by nGos around sumangali and camp labour frequently call for the
scheme to be abolished and campaign materials and activities discourage young women in vil-
lages from going to the mills and factories. some nGos have initiated rehabilitation and training
programmes to support women to move to other employment opportunities, but this remains
limited in how many women they can reach (Care-t, 2014). overall the women have little
choice, since the families’ economic circumstances determine their return to the mills.  Contact
with the women workers is limited once they enter the workplace; therefore, many of the nGos
can contact the women only when they return to their villages. the curtailment of freedom of
association in the workplace and the lack of representation and organisation outside the work-
place raise concerns about the how the women workers’ own interests and demands can be best
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represented.  nGos have been effective in gaining women workers’ testimonies and impact
statements as victims of the sumangali schemes and work arrangements, but there is less evi-
dence of the women taking any lead roles in such activities or the building of labour rights or-
ganising and leadership amongst the women.

the tPf has coordinated civil society responses to engage in both judicial and non-judicial
mechanisms as much to create pressure on the tamil nadu government to more effectively reg-
ulate labour rights in the mills and garment factories as to directly seek outcomes for particular
groups of workers. sAve, the largest nGo in the tPf, has played a lead role in the campaigns
against sumangali and other labour abuses and has worked in collaboration with many com-
panies on specific labour rights issues. tPf secretariat and nGo member key activities are
summarised in table 3.
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Table 3: A summary of TPF acitivities

Date Key Areas Activities

2006-2010 identifying and document-
ing labour issues in textile,
garment industry
lobbying state government
lobbying industry

lobbying state government

2011-2013 Community awareness and
campaigning 

Collaborating with international nGos somo-iCn 
raising complaints through women’s commission, supporting
evidence in high court cases 
ongoing lobbying the labour minister in tamil nadu regard-
ing labour inspectorate, minimum wages, child labour
encouraging key actors – state institutions, unions to address
labour rights abuses 
liaising with eti, flA & BsCi
Conducting training and awareness raising amongst village
communities about the labour and other abuses at the mills

2014-2015 lobbying, campaigning and
monitoring
initiating local msi

Key Demands –

Developed key demands to tamil nadu govt, industry, global
brands and eti to address labour rights abuses
initiating local multi-stakeholder initiatives with indian em-
ployer groups, unions, nGos and global brands

All persons under 18 are children;•
A labour contract should be in place and include all•
legal entitlements;
The government should reduce apprenticeship pe-•
riod from 3 years to 6 months; 
A grievance mechanism should be in place in every•
workplace.



LocalNGOs’engagementintrainingandmonitoringlabourrights
nGos have become involved in training and labour rights monitoring as a result of the cam-
paign activities.  sAve has developed comprehensive training programmes on workers’ rights,
including prevention of violence against women, implemented in some factories as part of a
sexual harassment project coordinated by the fair wear foundation (fwf).  since 2012 it has
been a requirement under indian law that each workplace has sexual harassment committees,
and this therefore has opened the opportunity for the establishment of these committees and
training of workers and managers on the issue.  following the release of reports from somo
and iCn (2011, 2012 & 2014) sAve has been invited by several owners of garment factories
and integrated (textiles, spinning and garment production) facilities to conduct training with
workers and managers across all integrated units. in some instances, this has involved training
thousands of workers; in 2014 sAve estimated they had trained over 10,000 workers (sAve
interview, 2014. most of these factories are direct suppliers of the one uK garment company,
which has responded to the public reports regarding forced labour in tamil nadu by insisting
that several of its first-tier suppliers allow sAve to conduct regular visits to conduct monitoring
and labour rights training (brand interview, 2013). sAve asserts that labour rights training and
sexual harassment awareness raising activities are essential for workers to better understand
their rights and feel more confident to raise complaints. (sAve, interview, 2014)

in 2013 one large mill, KPr mills ltd, invited sAve to work with it to monitor and assist in
improving conditions in the mill and other work units.  sAve, with local nGos, reAD and
CAre-t, participated in this collaboration. the nGos stated that the impetus came after the
mill lost significant orders following the publication of the somo/iCn report Captured by Cot-
ton in 2011.  the report featured a number of suppliers including KPr mills ltd, which high-
lighted examples of poor labour practices in multinational brand supply chains. the
consequence for KPr being named in the report was immediate: six brands continued to con-
duct business with KPr, but, three brands that accounted for a high percentage of orders with
KPr did not, which led to a significant drop in production and over 2000 workers temporarily
lost their jobs before orders stabilised. 

interviews with the three nGo organisations over 2014 and 2015 detailed the monitoring
process and subsequent outcomes with KPr mills ltd.  KPr employs 5615 workers across six
units, of which 5400 women aged 18 to 25 are housed in hostels within the workplace grounds.
the monitoring and collaboration between the nGos and KPr included monitoring of records,
extensive inspections and interviews with workers and management and identification of areas
that would require further improvement. the monitoring work led to the improvement in wages
and payments to workers; elimination of sumangali/fixed-term schemes; and the payment of
Pf and esi to workers.  A further commitment to address ongoing concerns indicates that local
stakeholders were able to facilitate improvements for the women workers over 12 months, a
relatively short period of time. the nGos reported substantial improvements have been
achieved in a number of areas, but suggest that there remains further room for improvement.
the nGos issued a joint public report detailing the outcomes of the monitoring and believe
that the framework introduced at KPr offers a model that could be implemented in other mills.
(Care t and sAve interviews, 2014)  
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KPr has benefited through reputation recovery amongst the buyers/brands and is now con-
sidered by the tPf nGos to be one of the top 20 companies in the sector (nGos interviews,
2014, 2015).  other suppliers named in the 2011 somo/iCn report appear to have not lost or-
ders as a consequence of reports of poor labour practices and managed their situation with the
brands without introducing and any changes (tPf interview, 2014).  the nGos involved in
this monitoring, worker training and collaboration with KPr expressed cautious optimism that
improvements for the workers could be achieved but would require follow-up and there were
many other mills where no progress had been made. (sAve, CAre-t, reAD interviews, 2015)
A summary of the activities of the nGos and KPr is detailed in table 4.  
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Labour rights abuses identified Outcomes

workers not allowed phones and
contact with relatives

workers allowed mobile phones and free to contact and
meet with relatives

workers not allowed phones and
contact with relatives

esi, Pf paid to all workers
workers paid minimum wage
workers receive wages in bank account, workers receive
pay slip

3-year sumangali schemes where
money withheld
Child labour

sumangali/ fixed term scheme arrangements eradicated
no workers under 18 found in workplaces

Hostel accommodation – 
poor food & conditions

lack of freedom of movement

improvement in facilitates, food and health services
Health and counselling services available 24 hours
workers able to go out after work, on weekends in the day
time, on their own

no freedom of association

no union able to enter workplace
workers receive training on labour rights from sAve
six workplace committees established: food; work; anti-
sexual harassment; welfare and grievance and health and
safety
no collective bargaining or freedom of association

Table 4: A Summary of Joint Activities of NGOs and KPR 



TransnationalNGOcampaignactivities
extensive media coverage in india and globally associated with national and international cam-
paigning has generated considerable campaign pressure on international brands and local man-
ufacturers and suppliers. in response to the somo/iCn reports on the sumangali and camp
labour issues, a number of msis, industry initiatives and brands have made public responses
on their websites, in the media and through third-party organisations (somo and iCn, 2010,
2012, 2014; BsCi, 2012; Apparel resources, 2013; Asos, Bestseller, C&A, Grupo Cortefiel, next,
H&m, mothercare, Primark and tesco, 2012).   

several international nGos have produced reports on the sumangali issue, some having more
impact than others. the reasons for lesser impact in part may be attributed to one-off reports
without investment in any ongoing relationship with local nGos and unions.  while the degree
of direct support and collaboration with local nGos, in particular, tPf, sAve, Care t and
reAD, has varied, there is no question that the international reports have had a significant im-
pact on brands and the various msi and industry initiatives (somo/iCn 2010, 2012, 2014;
Asi, 2012; flA & solidaridad, 2012).

A strategy initiated by somo & iCn to provide a draft report to the brands and seek their re-
sponses has been effective in increasing industry-wide recognition of the depth of human rights
and labour rights abuses occurring in the garment industry in tamil nadu. the biannual reports
produced by somo & iCn are now highly anticipated by msi’s, brands and suppliers. one
nGo commented that following the release of the 2014 somo/iCn report Flawed Fabric, one
of the largest brands in the uK stated, ‘we have two years to get our act together before the next
somo report’. (nGo interview, 2015) 

while the campaign activities have been effective there remains considerable work to be done,
and campaigning will remain an important tool to maintain community, brand and industry
attention on this issue.

SocialMovementrelationships–localtotransnational
A strategic alliance of tPf and some nGo members with key international nGos has influ-
enced methods utilised to collect data and map and document work conditions in supply chains
of global brands.  the alliance between tPf, somo and iCn in the netherlands demonstrates
a mutually beneficial and collaborative relationship. the local nGos have been effective in
maintaining their campaign activities, and information provided by local nGos has assisted
somo and iCn to produce high profile reports and maintain pressure on global brands and
indian suppliers. the trust established in this collaboration has strengthened the capacity of
nGos locally and internationally to maintain the campaign momentum. 

the consequence of this relationship and the information provided by local nGos has enabled
international reports to demonstrate the failure of brands to conduct due diligence in their sup-
ply chains. the ease with which local nGos have been able to visit and document almost all
factories/mills in the three districts has highlighted flaws in the brand argument that the supply
chain is complicated and they cannot locate the suppliers beyond the direct supplier, often the
garment producer.
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the local nGos’ campaign activities have led to engagement with multiple types of mecha-
nisms, including judicial, non-judicial such as the eti, and government institutions. the di-
versity of activities utilised suggests that their approach has been successful in maintaining
pressure on international brands, msis (eti, flA) and Business initiatives (BsCi), indian em-
ployers and government agencies while continuing to highlight to the public the extent of ex-
ploitative practices in the mills and factories.

interviews with tPf nGo members, somo and iCn over 2014 indicate that they have estab-
lished a close working relationship based on mutual respect. somo is respected by the local
nGos and civil society organisations, and similarly somo and iCn respect the knowledge and
expertise of local nGos. reflecting on the consequence of the 2011 somo/iCn report and the
naming of suppliers such as KPr that led to some brands cutting and running and the temporary
loss of work, nGos did not blame somo, rather they noted that even without the somo report
brands are cutting and running (tPf, 2014; sAve, 2014). 

in contrast to the developed relationship with somo and iCn, the tPf commented that some
international nGos ignore the specialised knowledge and campaign and advocacy work the
tPf has achieved and bring in outside nGos from their own networks to write reports or collect
information. one example mentioned, was of an international nGo that hired an organisation
from Delhi, the Delhi based nGo travelled to tamil nadu, meet with nGos and then wrote a
report for the international nGo campaigns to put pressure on brands about the sumangali
issue, but there was no follow up concerning the campaign activities or monitoring what was
happening on the ground.  the nGo commented ‘they came, took some photos, did some
meetings and they went’. (nGo interview, 2014)

in addition to campaign activities there are a number of international nGos that support
broader activities more focused around issues of representation and labour rights, with greater
emphasis on Dalit and women workers.  some international nGos felt that there should be
more emphasis on supporting the women workers to improve conditions in the factories, rather
than painting them all as victims in need of rescue (nGo interview, 2014). similar concerns
were raised by another international nGo, which felt there should be more representation by
the women workers and the women should be encouraged and supported to develop leadership
skills, to increase the likelihood for collective organising to occur in the workplaces and amongst
village communities. while the international nGos supporting labour rights activities are sup-
portive of the campaign activities, they believe there should be more emphasis on building rep-
resentative organisations through existing unions, new unions or nGo labour groups. the
campaign activities fall short of addressing the representation gap experienced by the women
workers, such as building union membership and assisting the women workers to become lead-
ers and participate in the campaign activities. one reason for this gap may be that when funds
become available to nGos in tamil nadu, it is either for the purpose of gathering information
for campaigns or training workers on issues related to rights and sexual harassment. we are not
aware of any funding going toward union or nGo activities to support worker organising. 



Freedomofassociation–unionandNGOrelationships
the barriers to organising young women in the hostels where there is no freedom of movement
are significant and this may have discouraged unions from trying to organise them. the un-
willingness of the factory owners to allow unions into workplaces remains a significant barrier
to the workers gaining collective representation. 

the lack of freedom of movement is recognised by the nGos and unions we spoke to as being
the main reason how employers prevent workers organising: 

Once a union is formed it can be effective – the union operates as a grievance strategy for workers,
any problems that arise the union can discuss the workers’ issues, and make a complaint directly to
the factory management. A union can resolve the workers’ issues, but these suppliers to brands are
not giving workers this opportunity. (nGo interview, 2015)

the unions have been proactive in initiating and challenging the human rights issues in the in-
dian courts. they have collaborated with nGos campaigning around the issue and frequently
speak at joint forums and participate in campaign activities. they stated that they have helped
young women who approached them for assistance but did not attempt to mobilise workers
living outside the hostels (textile union 1 interview, 2014). However, at least one union we spoke
to stated that it intended to organise young women employed as camp labourers in the mills
(Citu interview, 2014).  some state and local unions have well-developed women’s sections
with training capabilities; this resource could contribute to increasing the local unions’ will-
ingness to address the textile women workers. some unions advocated for women workers on
specific claims, usually on an individual basis; one union gave an example of assisting parents
to rescue their daughter from a mill, following concern for her welfare. (Citu interview, 2014)

in other interviews some participants raised concerns about whether the unions operating in
the garment and textile sector in tamil nadu had the skills and motivation to organise the
young Dalit women in the mills, since many of the unions are dominated by higher caste and
men who are opposed to work being done by people under 18. some individual union regula-
tions prevent workers under 18 joining, but in indian law the legal minimum age is 15 and does
not prevent anyone under 18 from joining a union.  some of the trade union representatives
we interviewed in tamil nadu stated clearly that it was inappropriate to try to organise girls
under 18, taking a principled position that this would amount to supporting child labour
(unions interviews, 2014). there remain a number of issues concerning the reasons women do
not or cannot join a union. A number of nGo interviewees raised concerns that most unions
are male-led and some formed along caste lines, and that this remains an obstacle for organising
the women workers. (nGos interviews, 2013, 2014, 2015)

while it is important that the unions are able to access the workplaces and talk to the workers,
there remains a significant opposition from employers and the textile associations to allowing
unions into workplaces. unions had previously relied upon conducting gate meetings at the
mills and factories, but union leaders interviewed commented that this was no longer possible
and that employers actively prosecuted unions that conducted meetings within 300 metres of
the workplace. two factory owners we spoke to for this research both stated that they would
agree to the request from an international brand to allow nGos into their workplace to conduct
training; they could accept this, but they would not allow any union presence.  
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nGos active in the tPf and involved in training workers and monitoring labour conditions in
the mills and factories insist that the unions need access to the mills and factories and the workers’
right to freely associate to be able to organise.  the nGos perceive their work as contributing to
women workers’ familiarisation about labour rights and joining unions, and insisted that it should
be the unions that take on the responsibility. their commitment to the unions’ role and respon-
sibility to organise workers is realistic, in that they acknowledge that the unions need to adapt
and become more relevant to the women workers and they are hopeful that some of them will.

union campaign activities to date have focused on legal cases to secure minimum wages for
apprentices and the negotiation of the dearness allowance (the cost of living allowance calculated
annually).12 Garment unions in tamil nadu continue to have a formally recognised role in tri-
partite negotiations, and such negotiations have occurred in tirupur.  though there remain
discrepancies around the actual minimum wages paid, and concern about the ineffectiveness
of the district labour inspectorate in enforcing such standards.  interviewees suggest that while
wage negotiations in the garment industry have occurred, the tripartite board for the textile in-
dustry, which is overseen by the tamil nadu labour inspectorate, has not functioned effectively.
two nGos we spoke to stated that any increase in the garment sector minimum wage has been
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due to direct lobbying of the labour ministry rather than through the tripartite process13. these
tPf members stated they have led the lobbying effort and subsequent government announce-
ments of minimum wage increases in the sector. (nGos interviews, 2015)

local and regional unions and nGos reported having a longstanding relationship.  tPf nGos
interviewed were very supportive of the union role to organise workers; they spoke of valuing
the ongoing relationship and they hope unions will organise the workers.  sAve, one of the
nGos conducting labour rights training in a number of workplaces, stated they have a good
working relationship with the unions and promote unions in the worker training, but it’s up to
the unions to organise the workers. (nGos interviews, 2012 ,2013, 2014; sAve, 2014, 2014)  

the nGos recognise employer strategies that inhibit trade union organising and representation
activities in the textile and garment workplaces, yet when asked what would it take for unions
to be able to organise workers in the textile garment sector, a number of nGos suggested that
it would take generation leadership change before the unions were able to organise women
workers in the textile garment sector. (nGos interviews, 2014, 2015) 

some tensions exist between unions and nGos. nGo interviewees suggested that a state union
representative in tamil nadu involved in the eti discussions was hostile to nGos’ initiatives
such as labour rights training in the workplace. unions we interviewed remarked that the union
representative at the eti did not consult with any local unions or nGos. it appears that local
and state unions working in the garment sector in tamil nadu have not reached a joint position
with the nGos involved in the tPf on the question of whether it is ever appropriate for nGos
to provide worker rights training at workplaces, or whether that is solely the role of trade unions.  

the potential for unions to work collaboratively with nGos to utilise nGos’ access to work-
places, to establish women leaders and develop union membership, to date has not occurred.
nonetheless, funds and projects for labour rights monitoring is currently only being offered to
nGos.  some small nGos in tamil nadu have registered new unions, but we could find no
evidence of active organising having occurred amongst these new unions. A recent development
by Bangalore-based, women-led union Garment labour union (Glu), involves an initiative
where they have sent a tamil-speaking experienced organiser to be based in tamil nadu to
begin organising amongst textile and garment workers in tamil nadu.  the move by Glu into
tamil nadu could potentially improve the options available to women workers to collective or-
ganise and join a union.  in addition, Glu has assumed a global advocacy role, having in 2015
submitted to the ilo comment on the application by the Indian Government in regard to Forced
Labour Convention 1930 (C 29) and requesting urgent intervention to stop  sumangali and
bonded labour practices in tamil nadu,14 but there has been no outcome of this process as yet.

Supplier–operationallevelresponsestoSumangaliandforcedlabourcampaigns
At the operational level, the responses from textile mill and factory owners and the associations
have focused on defending legal cases around apprenticeship minimum wages and matters con-
cerning sumangali schemes. there is little evidence of initiatives by companies or industry as-
sociations simA or teA to address the extensive labour rights abuses documented by nGos
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and recognised by the madras High Court. Despite an estimated 1500 mills in the tamil nadu
districts only a handful have engaged constructively with issues raised by local and international
initiatives over the years.  the industry associations and employers have been aggressive in de-
fending the employment arrangements in place, since they are accustomed to having influence
with government and do not accept being held accountable by nGos and unions.  industry
employer associations dismiss the campaigns documenting widespread abuses and state that
the sumangali and fixed-term schemes are gone. Claims of a labour shortage appear empty
since they could as easily employ men into the spinning mills and garment factories, instead
they maintain large-scale recruitment of young girls and women from poor rural areas in tamil
nadu, and more recently extended recruitment to poorer eastern states of india, again focussing
on young women and some men. (nGos interviews, 2011, 2012, 2013; tPf, 2014, 2015)

As noted above, factory units owned by KPr experienced a decline in brand orders following
the release of the somo/iCn report (2011). the nGos involved in the follow-up monitoring
of KPr reported improvements concerning workers’ minimum wages being paid; unfortunately,
evidence of the take-up of similar initiatives is extremely rare, indicating that there has been
little change in attitudes of employers in the textile mills. even in workplaces where there is ev-
idence of some improvement in wages and conditions, obstacles such as freedom of association
and collective bargaining remain barriers to workers raising grievance in the workplace. As
stated previously, suppliers interviewed indicated that they will do most things the brands ask
of them except allow unions into their factories. nominal workplace committees are being es-
tablished by employers, and in some instances, workers are elected to the committees, yet such
committees are being promoted by suppliers to brands as equal to freedom of association. (sup-
pliers interviews, 2014) there is a concern that workplace committees established by the em-
ployers are being recognised by brands and msis as equivalent to workers having freedom of
association, which they are clearly not. 

suppliers and industry participants that we spoke to stated that after the somo/iCn report
(2011) some suppliers lost orders from international brands; they stated that the same brands
took these orders to Bangladesh. (suppliers and industry associations interviews, 2012, 2013)
the implication is that the brands moved their orders from their factories to avoid media at-
tention on the sumangali issue, but the conditions in Bangladesh were much worse, and that
the same yarn produced in tamil nadu was being exported for use in these Bangladesh factories.
on the other hand, the response by brands is possibly about deflecting media attention; however,
the suppliers and industry associations were reluctant to accept any responsibility to address
the systemic human rights issues across the garment sector. 

Transnationalbusinessresponsestosocialmovementcampaignsonforcedlabour
A few international brands have responded more positively than others to the campaign reports
identifying labour and human rights abuses in their supply chains. one uK garment brand has
encouraged some of its direct suppliers in tamil nadu (both garment factories and integrated
facilities) to cooperate with sAve and other local nGos and this has resulted in important im-
provements in respect for labour rights in some of these facilities.
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representatives of another international garment brand reported in a research interview that
in response to the campaign reports, they conducted their own investigation into the sumangali
issue in tamil nadu. this involved sending two company representatives to investigate all levels
of the supply chain; they visited spinning mills, garment factories and the villages where the
women were recruited. this particular brand’s response to the issue has also focused on sup-
pliers in the first tier of its supply chain:

The suppliers that we have some capacity to influence, the small [garment]ones, we ensured, that
at least the supply chain was Sumangali free. (Brand interview, 2013)

in the same interview, representatives of this brand argued that no international brand could
improve respect for labour rights in lower tier suppliers, nor in large first tier suppliers with
multiple buyers, unless it increased its leverage by working closely with other international
brands. later in this report we consider attempts to achieve this under the umbrella of the eti
multi-stakeholder initiative.

A common response from brands has been to emphasise the difficulties they have in identifying
and influencing suppliers beyond the first tier; moreover, they frequently attributed labour rights
issues to the social problems particular to india.  overall there has been a lack of evidence of
progress in mills to address the forced labour and lack of freedom of movement. As one brand
confirmed, the issues of lack of freedom of movement of the women workers remains prevalent:

If the factory has hostels within its premises, or hostels which they are controlling, even if the garment
manufacturers tell you that they do not have a problem with freedom of movement, I’ll tell you they
have a problem with freedom of movement. Most of my factories that have hostels have this problem
of freedom of movement. (Brand interview, 2013)

some brands have reported that there has been no identification of sumangali schemes in their
garment supply chain, while others have erroneously reported that sumangali-like fixed-term
scheme arrangements have been eradicated. there have been reports of the reduction of sumangali
schemes in the garment factories. reasons for this are unclear, it could be the result of audits by
international brands or because brands have greater influence on these suppliers, since they are
first tier suppliers, and can threaten to stop their orders. (suppliers, nGos interviews, 2012;2013)

the current practice by brands is to focus their attention on the first tier suppliers, usually the
garment manufacturer they directly subcontract work to, without taking responsibility for ad-
dressing the substantial labour rights abuses further along the supply chain.  many other brands
have made public responses to the campaigns and reports, including statements about support-
ing the end to forced and bonded labour (Asos, Bestseller, C & A, Grupo Cortefiel, next, H&m,
mothercare, Primark & tesco, 2012),15 but few have provided details on how they intend to go
about this, the time frames or how any change will be evaluated.  

15 ASOS, Bestseller, C&A, Grupo Cortefiel, H&M, Mothercare, Next, Primark, & Tesco,Response to SOMO/ICN/ CASS
report. 
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the primary emphasis of these brand initiatives has been on the sumangali schemes: other
rights violations, including other forms of forced labour, are rarely addressed. some local and
international nGos also expressed concern that the eti programme’s focus on eradicating the
sumangali schemes had not been matched by efforts to ensure respect for other rights set out
in the eti Base Code (local and international nGo interviews, 2013, 2014, 2015).

following the most recent report from somo & iCn (2014), Flawed Fabrics, H&m, Primark
and C & A were implicated by suppliers in their supply chain in being linked to poor labour
practices, in particular issues of child labour, forced overtime and excessive hours in some in-
stances leading to young women committing suicide (somo/iCn, 2014). these brands have
attempted to publicly differentiate themselves from others in relation to their response to the
somo & iCn’s report and indicated that they will blacklist recalcitrant suppliers or initiate
programmes to implement fair labour practices (Kilcooley-o’Halloran, 2014).  in 2015 these
brands joined in discussions with iCn and solidaridad, Gerard oonk from iCn explained:

In 2015, ICN joined with Solidaridad, SOMO and a group of brands including e.g. Primark, C&A and
H&M in discussions around increasing joint leverage of brands in Tamil Nadu, in the so-called Ams-
terdam Coalition. But by the beginning of 2016, the brands decided to join up with the OECD without
us, because they need political backing to achieve impact I guess. So the Amsterdam Coalition did not
continue, but we keep in touch to see what comes out of it and urge them to consult local NGO’s, still
to use their joint corporate influence and keep us informed on their plans. (iCn email, 2016)  

some brands have been responsive to labour rights abuses in their supply chain, but they have
been slow and focused on areas perceived by them to have greater reputational risk. for example,
in response to child labour they have required supplier companies to introduce age verification
documentation to avoid workers under 18 years being employed and they have pushed for -free
supply chains and a focus on fire safety requirements following the rana plaza collapse in
Bangladesh. (supplier interviews, 2015; nGo, 2015) others, demonstrated a lack of due diligence
being undertaken, since even when labour rights abuses have been documented in their supply
chain, they indicated they were not aware of the companies where these abuses occurred. the re-
sponse to eliminate sumangali schemes has not prevented other fixed-term scheme arrangements
similar to sumangali emerging.  Despite brand claims of supply chains being ‘sumangali free’,
nGo advocates estimate that sumangali or fixed-term bonded labour schemes remain prevalent
in up to 30% of vertically integrated workplaces and even higher in spinning mills. (nGo interview,
2015)  Despite the widespread documentation of barriers and opposition by suppliers to freedom
of association and collective bargaining, this has not been a focus of attention for brands. 

efforts by a few brands to address some of these issues, such as facilitating worker training in
their supplier workforce, and to address sumangali schemes in their supply chain highlight the
failure of initiatives where brands are individually working to effect change in their supply chain.
Given that most local mills and factories sell to multiple buyers, there is potential value in the
greater leverage which brands combined, or with msis like the eti, would obtain by working
not only with its own member companies but also with the member companies of other initia-
tives (e.g. fwf, flA and BsCi) and with local stakeholders to establish a joint programme
which is of a sufficient scale to generate systemic change. 
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Socialmovement grievance strategies: impact on business
practices

our analysis indicates that it is difficult to accurately measure progress in relation to ensuring re-
spect for freedom of association or to identify progress or lack of progress in reducing labour rights
abuses, especially, forced labour, and child labour, the failure to implement the minimum wages,
working hours, the reduction of forced overtime and other labour rights abuses. social auditing is
compromised as a measure for assessing progress since workers are systematically warned to lie
to social auditors or risk losing their jobs, therefore it is difficult to assess the accuracy of claims
by brands that fixed-term sumangali schemes have been eliminated from their supply chain.

nonetheless, the focus of campaigns and non-judicial mechanism responses have been on
sumangali schemes rather than forced labour. local nGo representatives reported that there
has been some impact in reducing sumangali schemes in garment factories and some spinning
mills, but little impact on other forced labour practices and other human rights issues facing
textile and garment workers. 

the tPf has led campaign and lobbying activities and instigated a local multi-stakeholder ini-
tiative aimed to establish local control around responses to the forced labour issue (see table 3
for summary of activities). Alongside this the tPf have engaged with various international non-
judicial mechanisms including the eti, as discussed later in this report.  interviews with repre-
sentatives of key tamil nadu nGos in 2013 and early 2014 indicated a deep frustration with how
the eti was responding to them. in those interviews nGos repeatedly mentioned the eti’s failure
to include the tPf and member nGos in its formal decision-making processes or to take nGos
proposals seriously. in 2014 the eti did establish a small tripartite working group in tamil nadu
to advise on implementation of the eti programme. that working group includes a local nGo
representative and a local trade union representative (and an alternate for each) but recent email
communication with several local tamil nadu labour rights organisations indicates that they con-
tinue to feel they have limited ability to influence the direction and nature of the eti Programme.

the lack of deep collaboration with local nGos and unions by eti (and other msis working
on the issue) has limited the impact on local and transnational business behaviour. there are
many examples of nGos in tamil nadu working cooperatively with individual brands and local
mills and factories to access the workforce, conduct labour rights training and monitor condi-
tions to address fundamental labour rights abuse of workers. the example of nGo labour rights
monitoring at KPr suggests that this approach can be effective in reducing some labour law vi-
olations, but has had limited impact in addressing the employers’ failure to respect freedom of
association. the success stories are isolated. while a few brands have been willing to work with
individual nGos in tamil nadu to address some of the labour rights violations in parts of their
supply chains, arguably it would be more effective if they worked collectively with local and
transnational nGos and unions as partners, not just with individual nGos on isolated projects.
nGos mentioned lessons from the Bangladesh Accord and the foA Protocol in indonesia as
examples that could assist to develop new approaches to address the realities in tamil nadu.
(nGo interview, 2015). ideally, msis could assist to facilitate and increase the number of brands
working collectively to build leverage and address systemic human rights abuses across the sec-
tor, but to date this has not occurred. 



A key demand of local nGo groups has included establishment of a local grievance process, a
demand which representatives of nGos involved in the tPf reported that transnational busi-
nesses, the eti and other industry and non-judicial mechanisms have ignored (nGo inter-
views, 2013, 2014, 2015).

our analysis suggests that the social movement grievance management strategies have been ef-
fective in raising public awareness of the systemic human rights issues prevalent in the global
garment supply chains, and bringing those issues to the attention of judicial and non-judicial
mechanisms.  so far campaign organisations in tamil nadu and their allies in other countries
have not managed to persuade multiple local and transnational businesses to work together
with them to address broader systemic change. the tPf is seeking to develop a multi-stake-
holder forum that involves local nGos, suppliers, unions, and transnational business. if this is
successful, then participation of transnational business through the eti and other non-judicial
mechanisms would certainly strengthen this initiative.

Claim-making through Indian judicial and non-judicial
institutions
india has an extensive range of national and state labour laws, and violations of labour laws
have been reported in relation to the spinning mills and garment factories that employ workers
under -type sumangali schemes and/or camp labour arrangements. nGos have identified over
fifteen indian laws that are commonly violated, including: Minimum Wages Act 1948, Weekly
Holidays Act 1942, Employees State Insurance Act 1948, Employees Provident Fund Act 1952,
Payment of Bonus Act 1965, Factories Act 1948, Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976,
Apprenticeship Act 1961,Contract Labour (abolition and regulation) Act 1970, Child Labour Pro-
hibition Act 1986 & 2016. the factories Act states that no child who has not completed four-
teenth year of age shall be required or allowed to work in any occupation in a factory, and that
no one under 18 should work in hazardous industries. 

Documented breaches in relation to these laws include employers forcing workers to work
longer than 12 hours, double shifts and to wake during the night and go to work (a situation
that arises because the workers are close by in the hostels, and considered by the employers to
be available). workers reported contracts for varying length of time and payments, and that the
women or their parents were asked to sign blank pages, leaving the women with little knowledge
of their work contract arrangement (tPf, 2004; somo/iCn, 2012; narayanaswamy & sa-
chithanandam, 2010; sAve, 2014). in addition, the indian factory Act was amended following
lobbying from the mill and garment employers to allow women to work night shifts. this
opened the way for workers to legally work night shifts, but it also made them vulnerable to
employers pressuring them to work at any other time they demanded.

lack of freedom of movement demonstrates the most extreme disregard for the rights of workers,
since the women describe being under constant surveillance and are not able to leave the hostel
accommodation. workers in hostels or camp labour workers who have no time outside the fac-
tory or hostel unless accompanied by a factory official also face restrictions on phone access and
visits from family members and commonly refer to the arrangement as like living in a prison.
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16 The Tamil Nadu Women’s Commission is one of the two SWCs that do not have statutory powers.

the second grievance management strategy we discuss involves complaints made in relation
to forced labour and sumangali schemes in the garment and textile industry, to the tamil nadu
state women’s Commission and the national Human rights Commission. the tamil nadu
state women’s Commission is a non-judicial grievance mechanism, one of eighteen state
women’s commissions in the country16. the national Human rights Commission is a statutory
authority with independent powers to investigate violation of human rights, usually initiated
via a petition filed by a victim or by a person on his/her behalf.

ComplainttotheTamilNaduStateWomen’sCommission(TNWC)
A complaint was taken to the tamil nadu state women’s Commission (tnwC) in 2008-2009
by the tPf.  Hearings by the tnwC were jointly organised by the tnCw and nGos involved
in tPf.  several nGos supported women workers to give statements to the tnwC hearing and
make claims for compensation.  the complaint to the women’s Commission included lodging
a number of individual grievances as well as raising the issue as a systemic problem. individual
women have also been supported to lodge complaints in local courts to secure unpaid wages and
police have been informed about evidence of child labour and forced labour in particular mills. 

the tnwC conducted public hearings and heard testimony from the women workers. the
commission heard evidence from one young woman: 

Shanti and her sister to A.G. Spinning Mill, Coimbatore, to be contracted under the ‘Sumangali
Thittam’. They were assured Rs. 30,000 each at the end of three years, a monthly salary and could
draw on the provident fund amount at the end of the period. They worked there for two-and-a-half
years until Shanti lost her hand (from the wrist downwards) working on a spinning machine. Her
employers treated her at a hospital and sent her home, telling her that her contract amount had
been exhausted by paying her medical bills. (The Hindu, 2009)

According to representatives of sAve, the jury panel declared the sumangali scheme amounted
to bonded and forced labour and called on the Government of tamil nadu to abolish it. they
also called on mill owners to respect the freedom of movement of women living in the hostels
and working in the mills. 

the tnwC described how the sumangali scheme amounts to forced labour, as defined by Article
23 of the indian Constitution which prohibits slavery and all forms of forced labour.  the tnwC
identified violations of numerous laws, for example the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act
1976, the Apprentice Act, the Health, safety and welfare of apprentices s.14 of the Act, provisions
of the workmen’s Compensation Act; the Equal Remuneration Act 1976.  the tnwC reported: 

The Sumangali scheme is a clear case of bonded, exploitative and abusive scheme, and against the
Indian Constitution, Labour Rights, Women’s Rights and Children’s Rights. It necessitates the need
to look at the whole system and appropriate actions including validity/legality of the scheme to be
reviewed (tnwC, 2009).

Chairperson of the state Commission for women (tnwC) and another tnwC member were
among members of the ‘jury’ panel of a public hearing in relation to the  scheme:  a retired judge



of the madras High Court was also on the panel (the Hindu, 2009). However, newspaper articles
at the time lend support to the nGos’ claim that under chairperson Dr (tmt) K. m. ramathal,
the Commission put pressure on the industry to end forced labour and violations of freedom of
movement in the mills (The Hindu, 2009). the panel established by the women’s Commission
recommended that 19 of the women workers whose cases were heard in the public hearing
should receive specific amounts of compensation, and nine of the women subsequently received
that amount of compensation from their former employers. for the other ten cases the mill own-
ers refused to pay and the matters had to be pursued through the arbitration/court process.  

when the three-year term of the chairperson finished she was replaced by mrs. sarguna Pan-
dian, who was less willing to put public pressure on the textile and garment industry to improve
conditions and who was much more sympathetic to industry. nGos suspect that industry lob-
bying was behind this appointment. local nGos suggested that the new chairperson was very
close to industry and described Pandian’s successor as another political appointee. the subse-
quent tnwC chairperson Dr visalakshi nedunchezhian in a comment to the media stated that
she had ordered an investigation into alleged labour violations under the sumangali scheme at
local factories, but advises caution in interfering with a vital sector: "it is an ongoing crisis. we
will take action if violations are found, but we cannot abolish such schemes that provide em-
ployment to people" (DPA, 2015).

Calls for improvements to the tnwC reinforce the perception that the tnwC lacks effective-
ness and has been influenced by political appointees. ms. renuka Bala of the Centre for women’s
Development research commented:

The TN State Women’s Commission has been less and less active in the last decade, chaired by po-
litical appointees who have rarely reached out to women’s groups and other parts of civil society.
(the Psw weblog, 2016)

similarly, Praynya Psw community established an online petition in may 2016 calling on the
tamil nadu Chief minister to appoint a person to the tnwC chairperson role. they stated: 

This is why it is important to us and to our colleagues to see that when the newly re-elected Tamil
Nadu Chief Minister makes that appointment, she appoints the right person, someone we defined
in our petition as ‘sensitive to gender issues, and has concretely contributed towards women’s em-
powerment’17 (Praynya Psw, 2016) 

nGos we spoke to stated that they would consider it a waste of time to pursue a complaint with
the women’s commission unless there was a change of chairperson; they stated there was a need
for an independent chairperson, not a government political appointee, someone that could be
sympathetic to the situation of women workers. (nGo interviews, 2013, 2014)
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17 Recent outrage resulted following the TNWC chairperson publicly endorsing the Madras High Court order that
granted bail to a convicted rapist to seek reconciliation with a young woman he raped, and who had subsequently given
birth.  In May 2015 the chairperson of the TNWC, Dr Visalakshi Nedunchezian, stated, ‘We would be very happy to see
the criminal and the affected girl get together’. http://www.ndtv.com/chennai-news/rapist-victim-should-get-together-
tamil-nadu-womens-panel-chiefs-shocker-775338 Accessed 18 September 2016.



NationalHumanRightsCommissionComplaint
in march 2007, a complaint was made to the nHrC regarding bonded labour in textile mills
in tamil nadu. Complaints to the nHrC can be made online and be anonymous. the nHrC
issued a notice to the tamil nadu government, asking them to investigate and report back (flA
and solidaridad, 2012). in June 2007, after receiving the nHrC notice, the tamil nadu gov-
ernment extended the number of districts for which it established district-monitoring com-
mittees from 3 to 17 (madras High Court, 2009).  in 2009 the same court described the state
government’s decision to extend the monitoring committees to a further 14 districts as being a
response to the nHrC’s notice. Appeals to the Human rights Commission and women’s Com-
mission have increased the media profile of the issue without necessarily translating into more
effective government action. After investigating a complaint, the nHrC makes recommenda-
tions to the relevant government authorities to take action. in 2012 following a petition from
human rights activist radhakanta tripathy, the nHrC issued a notice to the Chief secretary of
tamil nadu to ‘free the enslaved girls absorbed by spinning mills under the sumangali scheme
in tirupur’(the new indian express, 2012). while such nHrC recommendations may well
prompt government action, the barriers to effective state action described above (lack of political
will, corruption) tend to undermine ultimate effectiveness.  information from nGos in tamil
nadu suggest the minimum wage for apprentices is often ignored in practice, that the district
monitoring committees have so far been largely ineffective and responses by the labour inspec-
torate in tamil nadu have been inadequate. (nGos interviews, 2014, 2015) 

JudicialIndianstateinstitutions
in 2000 the madras High Court issued extensive guidelines (to be enforced by the labour in-
spectorate) for protection of women workers’ welfare and prevention of sexual harassment dur-
ing night shifts in textile mills, including confidential complaint committees (headed by women)
and constant monitoring by two female wardens/welfare assistants per night shift (flA and
solidaridad, 2012).  in 2007 the same court, in response to a public interest petition filed by
trade unions, indicated it was prima facie persuaded the sumangali schemes amounted to
bonded labour. in 2009 the same court rejected the industry’s petition and endorsed the tamil
nadu government’s introduction of minimum wages for apprentices in textile mills (flA and
solidaridad, 2012):

Prima facie, we are satisfied that the ‘Camp Coolie System’ which is also known as ‘Sumangali Mar-
riage Scheme’ is per se illegal and amounts to bonded labour and the authorities are bound to take
steps to abolish the system and regularize the services of the female workers working under the
‘Camp Coolie System’ and ensure that they receive wages as per the law throughout their employ-
ment with the concerned employers. (madras High Court, 2009)

Another example of the madras High Court’s independence from corporate influence was ev-
ident in its decision in february 2011 to shut down 700 dyeing and bleaching units until they
could bring their operations into line with pollution regulations (somo & iCn, 2012). Court
decisions establishing rules for the treatment of camp labourers have helped lend credibility to
union and nGo campaigns. the court has demonstrated a high degree of independence from
the garment sector in relation to cases concerning sumangali camp labour.  
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Workercomplaintstoemployers,governmentagenciesandlabourcourts
A baseline requirement for workers to lodge claims through labour courts is evidence of em-
ployment, a contract, pay slips and other documentation. in many instances workers have no
such documentation. the first two interviews conducted for this research involved two young
women who wrote to the company they had worked for 12 and 18 months, respectively, re-
questing pro rata payment of their scheme fund. Both received letters from the company stating
that they had never worked for them and they had no claim. even when workers may possess
evidence that they worked for a company, the process is complex, slow and costly, and most
workers cannot navigate the labour courts or conduct direct negotiations with employers with-
out union or nGo advocacy. many workers have sought to claim their Pf payments and nGos
have been active in supporting workers to make these claims. An obstacle to successful claims
is a lack of any written contract, no identification of having worked at the mill or factory, and
no evidence of payment, such as a pay slip.

StateGovernmentresponses
in 2007, in response to a report and notice from the national human rights commission along-
side civil society lobbying, the state established district monitoring committees made up of key
government labour officials tasked with identifying mills where young girls worked as appren-
tices, examining working conditions and taking steps to end exploitative work practices (flA
and solidaridad, 2012). in 2008 the state government introduced a minimum wage for appren-
tices in textile mills in tamil nadu with the goal of ending exploitation of girls employed in the
mills as apprentices. the madras High Court noted in its summation that the nHrC notice in-
fluenced this decision (madras High Court, 2009).

we interviewed representatives of five different trade unions in January and february 2014 and
all reported that the labour department continued to be ineffective in policing labour rights in
the mills and garment factories because of high levels of corruption among labour inspectors.
the problems associated with the sumangali schemes involve the widespread failure to pay the
lump sum payments due to workers at the end of the term. other problems have arisen because
companies fail to provide copies of contracts or any evidence of employment, such as pay slips
or evidence of provident fund and esi payments. As mentioned earlier there are numerous vi-
olations of a range of laws that are not being addressed by the state labour inspectorate.

Impact of complaints to Indian non-judicial and judicial
mechanismsonbusinesspractices
Both the courts and non-judicial institutions have demonstrated their independence and pre-
paredness to uphold key principles based on the evidence presented and investigations they
conducted. the state women’s commission and the nHrC both conducted inquiries in response
to complaints lodged by nGos, but equally there is evidence that the women’s commission has
been subject to political influence.       

the tamil nadu Government has introduced some safeguards but has failed to ensure imple-
mentation of the labour laws and address broader human rights abuses.  the lack of progress
and willingness by state labour officials to monitor and act upon the extensive violations of a
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number of national and state laws is a concern and reveals an institutional weakness. the con-
sequence of this weakness is that suppliers to global brands are not being held accountable for
the most basic labour rights in their workplace and supply chains. this has broader implications
for how transnational business is conducted, the enforcement of labour laws and the account-
ability of the local suppliers and transnational brands. 

the human rights violations are widespread and actions by judicial and non-judicial institutions
in tamil nadu and india have not been effective in enabling the women workers to seek redress
for the abuses identified. there are serious implications for how the state can ensure that the
laws are monitored and workers seek redress. the lack of action by the tamil nadu government
disadvantages the women workers and reinforces the women workers’ perception that the
human rights abuses they experience have limited avenue for redress.

ClaimmakingattheEthicalTradingInitiative
the ethical trading initiative (eti) is a uK multi-stakeholder initiative that aims to enhance
respect for the labour rights set down in the eti code of conduct (known as the eti Base Code)
in the supply chains of eti member companies. eti members include some of the largest re-
tailers in the uK, along with uK trade unions and uK development and human rights organi-
sations. A companion report in this series provides a detailed description and analysis of the
eti’s grievance mechanisms. Here we focus on the way the eti has responded to allegations
of forced labour in garment and textile production in tamil nadu. since 2011 eti has adopted
a ‘programme approach’, which aims to ‘drive sustained change for workers within a limited
number of strategic supply chains’ (eti, 2012a: 3). the eti’s programme in tamil nadu forms
one of nine programmes established so far under this programme approach, so it is a significant
focus of the organisation’s activity.  

Theinitialresponse–theJointStatementofIntentversustheIndustryResponse
Before it became the focus of one of eti’s programmes, the issue was raised within the eti in
november 2010 by eti member Anti-slavery international (Asi).  Asi had just completed (but
not yet released) a major report on the issue, and Asi wrote to both the eti and the non-eti
companies implicated in the report’s findings, proposing a meeting to discuss how to stop the
labour abuses identified by Asi’s research. the eti then facilitated the establishment of a multi-
stakeholder working group to address the issue, the sumangali Bonded labour Group (sBl).
Approximately 20 international brands (not all of which were eti members) took part in the
sBl, as well as a number of uK civil society organisations (trade unions and nGos) that were
members of the eti.

over the ensuing six months the companies and civil society groups involved in the sBl negoti-
ated a Joint Statement of Intent (hereafter the Joint Statement). According to Asi (2012: 29), just
before the Joint Statementwas due to be published, most of the companies who had been involved
suddenly and unexpectedly indicated they were no longer willing to sign, including ‘several who
were deeply involved in discussions and negotiations of the text’. As a result, only four of the com-
panies who had been participating in the sBl negotiations actually signed the Joint Statement.
sixteen other companies instead signed a document titled Response to Anti-Slavery International
Report (hereafter the Response), which they had drafted outside of the negotiations with civil so-
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ciety groups. these latter companies included prominent eti members C&A, H&m, Gap, inditex,
mothercare, next, Primark and tesco. two other eti member companies, marks & spencer and
Asda (owned by walmart), did not sign either the Joint Statement or the Response.  

Asi subsequently characterised the companies’ withdrawal from the Joint Statement as a ‘re-
pudiation of the multi-stakeholder approach that Anti-slavery has advocated and eti has fa-
cilitated’ and described the Response as ‘a cynical effort to articulate the minimum concern that
may deflect public attention from the fact that many of these companies appear to knowingly
profit from the slavery of children’ (Asi, 2012: 30). the difference between the two documents
is worthy of note, since the programme that the eti has put in place to address the issue of
forced labour in tamil nadu has so far more closely resembled the Response than the Joint State-
ment, and most civil society criticisms of that approach are based on its failure to embody some
of the key principles set out in the Joint Statement. Both documents recognised that forced
labour, child labour and exploitative apprenticeship sumangali schemes are unacceptable and
that workers should have access to appropriate means of raising grievances and having them
resolved. However, the Joint Statement went further by emphasising the importance of workers
being paid a living wage and included a specific commitment to ‘financial support for local
trade unions and nGos to work directly with workers in order to better understand their per-
spectives and develop independent and democratic forms of worker representation’ (Asi, 2012).
the Joint Statement also required its signatories to commit to transparent collective action plans
with clear goals and milestones. in contrast, a number of research participants from eti member
organisations that we interviewed in 2013 criticised the eti’s response to the issue of forced
labour in tamil nadu on the grounds that at that stage the eti response lacked clear goals and
milestones. these participants also argued that the eti response had focused too narrowly on
ending the sumangali (three-year apprenticeship) schemes, giving a low priority to ensuring
freedom of association and living wages and even to preventing other forms of forced labour.

DevelopingtheETI’sTamilNaduprogramme–longnegotiationsinLondon
the development of the eti programme in tamil nadu took a significant amount of time. in
the second half of 2011 the eti began implementing a new ‘programme’ approach, which in-
volved working intensively on advancing respect for labour rights ‘within a limited number of
strategic supply chains’ (eti, 2012: 3). Garment and textile production in tamil nadu was se-
lected as one of these strategic supply chains and many of the nGos, unions and companies
who had been negotiating about how to respond to the Asi complaint formed the basis of the
working group established to design that programme. the eti contracted the services of a con-
sultant in india, vinita singh, to assist with programme design. in a research interview in oc-
tober 2013, singh estimated that over the previous two years she had spent approximately five
days a month working on the programme. singh is based in Gurgaon, north india, and largely
worked on the project in a remote capacity, although she made a number of visits to tamil nadu
to meet with relevant stakeholders, including individual consultations in october and novem-
ber 2011 (vinita singh, eti Consultant, interview, october 2013).

following singh’s initial consultation meetings, in march 2012 the eti worked with the fair labor
Association and local indian groups to hold a meeting in tamil nadu to discuss the forced labour
issue. this meeting was attended by a range of stakeholders, including: state government repre-
sentatives; representatives of local nGos and trade unions; international garment brands sourcing
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from tamil nadu; and local mill owners and garment manufacturers and their industry organi-
sations. A similar multi-stakeholder meeting involving several brands and key local stakeholders
had been convened by the tirupur People’s forum (tPf) 12 months earlier, in march 2011.

in our research interviews with eti staff, they emphasized the value of meetings such as this,
on the basis that bringing different stakeholders together to hear each other’s perspectives can
create the impetus for addressing issues. According to an eti staff member who was involved
in the meeting, while stakeholders did not necessarily agree on steps forward, the meeting cre-
ated space to articulate their different perspectives and to try to identify the root causes of the
problem (eti staff member interview, 2014). eti Director, Peter mcAllister, commented: 

We got them to stay there for a day to have conversations that were carefully structured so that there
wasn’t much opportunity for them to get into a confrontational situation. Given the lack of trust
the process focused on trying to explore the common ground … the team that did that, I was in
charge of only one part, had really well-developed skills. These things are not easy to do. (Peter
mcAllister interview, January 2014)

However, in subsequent research interviews, local indian nGos involved in the campaign to
end forced labour in the garment and textile industry in tamil nadu expressed disappointment
that the eti had failed to capitalise on the impetus for change created by the march 2012 meeting
in tirupur. in particular, that meeting created an expectation among those local groups that in
the ensuing months they would play a significant role in designing any intervention by the eti.
But in interviews we conducted during 2013 and early 2014, representatives of civil society or-
ganisations based in tamil nadu expressed high levels of frustration with the lack of information
they had received from the eti regarding the programme design process, and with the limited
opportunities they had been given to contribute to that design (e.g. s. m. Prithiviraj, executive
Director, CAre t, interview, January 2014; viyakula mary, sAve, interview, January 2014). 

one representative of a tamil nadu nGo with a long history of campaigning against forced
labour reported in a february 2014 interview that the eti had engaged in a lot of initial con-
sultation with the tPf (and with tPf members such as sAve) in the lead-up to the meeting in
march 2012, but then there had only been occasional meetings or other contact with eti rep-
resentatives over the following 22 months. over that time nGos involved in the tirupur Peo-
ple’s forum conveyed several concrete recommendations regarding strategic interventions to
which the eti could contribute, but this nGo representative was not confident that the eti
had given serious consideration to those recommendations:

When a tripartite body comes and we engage in marathon discussions and after that nothing happens,
we naturally get annoyed. Most members of TPF don’t like the way ETI has treated us, from the be-
ginning to now. (representative of a tamil nadu nGo involved in the tPf, interview, 2014)

Pauline overeem of somo, a Dutch research nGo that has been analysing the occurrence and
background of forced labour in tamil nadu for a number of years, also expressed the view that
the ‘frequency, depth and seriousness’ of the eti’s engagement with trade unions and nGos
in tamil nadu had been very limited (Pauline overeem, somo, interview, march 2014).

it was not until early 2014, more than three years after the issue had been raised by Asi, that the
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eti began implementing programme activities in tamil nadu. in february 2014 the eti held
formal meetings with stakeholders in tamil nadu to brief them about the programme and invite
participation in its further design and implementation. in a research interview the eti’s Head of
Programmes, Debbie Coulter, explained that the reason for the delay was the complexity of the
situation in tamil nadu, including tensions between nGos and between nGos and trade unions:

But unfortunately for some of these longer programmes we are talking about a two-year lead and if
there are no established relationships and there are all these different groups and different messages
and this very, very complex state of affairs, then this is the length of time it takes. (Debbie Coulter
interview, october 2013)

while Coulter’s comments about the complexity of stakeholder relationships in tamil nadu
are certainly accurate, other interviewees reported that in the period between march 2012 and
early 2014 a great deal more of the time and energy of eti staff and member organisations was
taken up with resolving differences in london regarding the proposed tamil nadu project than
was devoted to engaging with interested stakeholders in tamil nadu. 

TheETI’sTamilNaduProgramme–threecategoriesofactions
the eti’s tamil nadu Programme started to be implemented in 2014. it involves three cate-
gories of actions: actions focused on mills and integrated facilities in eti member supply chains;
actions focused on the rural communities from which young female workers are recruited and
to which they return after working in the mills and garment factories; and actions focused on
policy change. the actions focused inside mills and integrated facilities have taken the form of
a ‘worker peer group programme’. in the first few years of implementation (2014 to early 2016)
this involved peer-to-peer health and hygiene education for workers inside a number of mills,
using the training programme Her (Health enables returns) Project, (herein Her Project)
which had been designed by Business for social responsibility and was already being imple-
mented in a number of factories supplying eti companies. 

for the second category of actions – those focusing on some of the rural communities in tamil
nadu from which young women workers are recruited to work in the textile mills – the eti is
working with local organisations in a number of these communities to educate young women
who may be recruited (or may return) to work in the mills about their legal rights and about
the means to seek legal redress. the eti has also sought to build relationships with the recruit-
ment agents who assist the mills to find workers, with the goal of persuading the recruitment
agents to adopt ethical recruitment practices. 

the third category of actions has involved seeking to influence government policy and imple-
mentation in relation to the mills’ recruitment practices, including advocating for reform to
the law that allows apprenticeship arrangements to last for three years.

AnalysingtheETI’sTamilNaduProgramme
in 2013 some eti member nGos shared a draft of this programme design with nGos in tamil
nadu. sAve wrote a critique of the draft design and shared it with eti member nGos, arguing
that it looked more like a charitable development project than a labour rights initiative. in
sAve’s analysis the programme design failed to take advantage of the most important contri-
bution that the eti could bring to the issue: pressure from international buyers to push garment
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manufacturers and mill owners to allow trade unions and human rights groups to access mills
and garment factories to provide workers with training on their rights and support to claim
those rights, including their right to join or form trade unions. 

sAve recommended that the eti establish a multi-stakeholder forum involving international
brands, local employers, government officials, trade unions and civil society organisations, with a
sub-committee of this forum to function as a grievance mechanism with the power to initiate re-
dress measures. the director of CAre-t also called on the eti to establish a local complaints
mechanism that could directly involve the brands as well as local stakeholders. in interviews with
representatives of Care-t and sAve in January and february 2014, both reported it was still unclear
whether or not the eti was interested in facilitating the development of such a complaints mech-
anism, even though nGos involved in the tPf had been lobbying the eti to take up such a pro-
posal for some time. As of July 2016 this has not been an option that the eti has actively pursued.

of the three categories of actions in the eti’s tamil nadu programme, at least in principle the
inclusion of actions aimed at achieving government policy change is the least contentious. some
civil society actors we interviewed in tamil nadu were not comfortable with the idea of foreign
organisations or companies trying to tell indian governments what to do (particularly in the
light of india’s colonial history); however, most believed the eti could and should support local
campaigns for policy change in relation to labour rights in tamil nadu, as long as this was done
in a respectful and consultative manner. the eti has certainly not been outspoken or ‘imperi-
alist’ in advocating for policy change on this issue. still, a number of civil society groups with a
long history of campaigning to persuade the tamil nadu government to act to prevent exploita-
tion of textile and garment workers expressed disappointment that the eti has not coordinated
its advocacy towards the government with their existing local campaign initiative to build extra
pressure. these groups also questioned how much effort the eti had put into lobbying the
tamil nadu government. one representative of a labour rights nGo based in tamil nadu re-
ported to us in 2016 that although the eti had initially put some effort into its own advocacy
for policy reform, that advocacy effort appeared to have ground to a halt.

As for the eti’s activities in source communities, there was debate among the indian and in-
ternational nGos that we interviewed as to whether the eti should become involved in such
activities at all. some of the nGos in tamil nadu who were already carrying out such pro-
grammes saw value in this. other nGo representatives argued that, while such projects can be
valuable, funding this kind of work could be done by any aid donor and indeed similar pro-
grammes were already being implemented in some source communities, funded by interna-
tional aid organisations. these more critical nGo representatives argued that, rather than
moving into funding development work, it would be more useful if eti focused on its point of
difference: the ability to mobilise global companies to use their supply chain leverage to put
pressure on the owners of textile mills and garment factories not to violate workers’ rights. they
argued that if the eti had genuinely engaged with local civil society to find a solution to the
labour abuses then the eti programme would have been much more focused on achieving di-
rect change within the mills and factories. they pointed out that, given the size and wide geo-
graphic spread of the potential target communities available to the mills and factories, it was
not possible to prevent forced labour by focusing on education and support programmes in a
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few source communities in some districts of tamil nadu, since employers could respond by
finding workers in other communities. this is a legitimate concern; trade union and nGo rep-
resentatives we interviewed in tamil nadu in 2013 reported that significant numbers of workers
were already being recruited to the tamil nadu mills from poorer states in central, northern
and north-eastern states of india. 

with regard to the eti’s work with recruitment agents, nGos in tamil nadu and europe recog-
nised that recruitment agents do deceive workers and trick them into working in exploitative forced
labour arrangements. However, in research interviews and other communication, several nGo
representatives questioned whether working with recruitment agents was a strategic use of the
eti’s time and energy. they noted that if particular recruitment agents started to become advocates
for workers’ rights, then the mills and garment factories could just stop using them. in an inter-
esting blog post on the eti website, eti staff person Hedvees Christopher reports the following
about a training meeting with 17 recruiting agents in the Dharmapuri district in June 2015:

The agents had doubts over such an initiative, or being lectured to by NGOs. They also feared it
would negatively impact on their relationships with the mills and garment factories … They are
aware of the challenges that the young women face in mills, but they continue to recruit because
they get paid a commission and the young women’s parents demand employment for their daugh-
ters. The agents summarised some of the harsh conditions facing young women workers in the
mills: severe limitations on their freedom of movement; deductions from salaries for medicines;
no payments for working overtime; harsh treatment by supervisors and limited access to parents
and the outside world. Even with awareness of these issues, they felt powerless to bring about any
change. (Christopher, 2015)

the blog post describes how eti’s trainers responded to the agents’ pessimism by reframing
the agents’ role from ‘agent’ to ‘employment guides for young women’ since ‘in a situation
where mills are struggling to recruit workers, the agents have a powerful role to represent the
views of young women workers’. the blog post also notes there are 150 recruitment agents op-
erating within the Dharmapuri district and that the 17 agents who attended that training each
agreed to bring two more agents to the next meeting, on the basis that no major changes could
be expected unless the majority of the 150 agents in the district became part of the eti’s initia-
tive. while it is theoretically possible this initiative could result in improvements in the mills,
it appears to be quite an indirect and uncertain way of seeking to achieve that goal. even if it
turns out to be possible to persuade all of the recruitment agents in that particular district to
advocate for the interests of young women workers, any impact of this could potentially be un-
dermined by the mills switching to other recruitment agents, including those who can recruit
workers from poorer states in other parts of india.

most of the nGo and trade union representatives working on the forced labour issue that we
interviewed in 2013 and 2014, both in tamil nadu and europe, argued that the eti’s programme
should focus more directly on the workers inside the mills and factories where the labour abuses
are occurring and workers’ freedom of movement is curtailed. in this regard there was significant
disappointment with the eti’s decision to initially model the content of the worker peer group
training programme on the Her Project, with its focus on educating young women about how
to access health services and maintain their health. these groups were also concerned that the
eti chose to employ the PsG institute of medical sciences and research (‘PsG’) to implement
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the training, as the organisation had close ties to the textile industry. many of these groups feared
that basing the work inside the mills on the Her project might ultimately undermine rather
than enhance efforts to improve labour rights in textile mills and garment factories in tamil
nadu. these groups believed that the focus on providing personal health advice to women work-
ing in the mills, rather than on ensuring that their labour rights were respected, would only bring
limited benefits to those women and that it would allow participating companies to deflect public
criticism by being able to say they were working with the eti to address the forced labour issue,
thus undermining efforts to achieve more effective solutions. for example, Pauline overeem of
somo described the eti’s initial decision to model the programme inside the mills on the Her
project as ‘very soft’ and explained what she meant in a subsequent email:

Without knowing all the ins and outs of the HER project, it seems that this project … is safely focusing
on women’s health, hygiene and nutrition issues without explicitly making the link to occupational
health and safety risks and issues. The problem is that the HER project seems to get stuck at this
soft phase … The HER project lacks the intention to address actual workplace health and safety
issues and does not really work towards organising women workers. The HER project does not have
a rights approach, that’s what makes it too soft. (Pauline overeem, somo, email, June 2016)

in contrast, the eti staff and consultants we interviewed indicated that the Her project was
part of a longer-term strategy to build a relationship with the mills, which would allow eti to
subsequently raise other labour rights issues. According to singh it was necessary for eti to
focus initially on workers’ health in order to get access to spinning mills:

sinGH: But the big issue with the textile industry is about access. It is extremely difficult to get
access to spinning mills …

interviewer: So would you say that by addressing the health issues first that that is also an
easier way for you to start to be able to get better access?

sinGH: Yes absolutely. I mean it is a non-threatening way but it is also something that most people
accept is an issue, but if you get on to start talking about wages as the first thing it is going to be dif-
ficult for us to get access. You see politically the spinning industry is far more powerful than the ap-
parel industry. (vinita singh, eti Consultant, interview, october 2013).

eventually, in early 2016, the eti did obtain permission from a number of mills to run a new
training programme, which goes beyond simply providing young women workers with advice
on personal hygiene and how to maintain their health. this new training module instead pro-
vides information to workers on a range of rights protected under indian law, including rights
to freedom of movement and association and legal minimum wages (although it does not men-
tion the living wage commitment in the eti Base Code). rather than PsG, this training pro-
gramme is being implemented by another nGo, the Centre for responsible Business (CrB),
and indian nGo whose headquarters are in new Delhi. 

some of the eti member organisations we corresponded with in 2016 saw this new training
programme as a positive development. other nGos, both within the eti and outside of it,
thought the ‘worker peer group programme’ was still fundamentally flawed. for example, a
representative of an indian nGo who attended an eti consultation meeting in tamil nadu in
march 2016 described the eti’s tamil nadu programme as ‘muddled’. this observer expressed
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disappointment at the previous focus on training workers in personal hygiene and health since
it ‘seems to put the onus on workers who are so young and vulnerable’. the same person argued
that, on its own, providing women workers with training in their labour rights would not result
in any change, since it would not address the ‘big power difference between the management
and the young workers’. According to this observer, young indian women trapped in forced
labour situations need more than education about their rights, they also need advocacy support
and, ideally, the opportunity to join trade unions and collectively voice their rights (indian
nGo representative, email, 2016). 

even the eti nGo representatives who were relatively positive about the potential of the eti’s
tamil nadu programme to contribute to addressing the forced labour issue in tamil nadu were
disappointed by the length of time it took (and effort, led by nGos) to reach agreement on a
concrete longer-term plan to go beyond health training in terms of direct work in suppliers’ fa-
cilities.  As one eti member nGo representative commented in 2016:

[We] need the purchasing power and influence of the garment retailers if we are going to change
conditions in the Tamil Nadu garment sector … I think the ETI approach is going to change things
and is probably one of the few initiatives that is going to be able to change the situation … What we
are seeking is access for trade unions into the mills, and the frustration has been that there hasn’t
been a clear map; there hasn’t been a well-articulated ETI strategy. For a long time it was all ‘ok we
are going to spend a year doing health programmes for young women in bonded labour and the sec-
ond year we are going to start talking about rights’, but there was no explicit timetable for this, nor
a longer-term strategy for winning over suppliers, and creating an alliance for social dialogue and
advocacy. (representative of an eti member nGo, email, 2016)

Based on the interviews and focus groups we conducted with young women who had worked
in forced labour situations in textile mills and garment factories in tamil nadu, we share the
view that, on its own, receiving training regarding their employment rights is unlikely to bring
about much positive change in the mills and factories. even when they have freedom of move-
ment, it is very difficult for young rural women from Dalit communities to overcome discrim-
ination in order to assert their rights; when they are not free to communicate with the outside
world unless escorted by their employers’ security it becomes even more difficult for them to
assert their rights. in our assessment, for there to be progress on respect for labour rights in the
mills, trade unions and nGos with a history of labour rights advocacy need to be able to get
access to the mills and build relationships of trust with the young women, so that they can both
advocate on their behalf and support them as they organise to advocate on their own behalf.

DoestheETIhavesufficientleveragetopushforamoredirectapproach?
in research interviews, eti secretariat staff reported that they were not confident that pushing
mill owners to immediately allow nGos and trade unions to access mills to conduct workers’
rights training would work, arguing that eti member companies did not have the necessary
leverage over those mills that were not first tier suppliers of eti companies. Debbie Coulter, the
eti’s Head of Programmes noted that while some of the textiles produced in mills in tamil nadu
were sold to local factories that exported garments to the uK and europe, most of the textiles
produced in tamil nadu are exported to other countries (Debbie Coulter interview, october
2013). Another local textile industry representative (who preferred to remain anonymous) sug-
gested that local garment exporters consume only 7–8% of the yarn from mills in tamil nadu:
the majority of yarn from tamil nadu is exported to Bangladesh, China, turkey and Korea.
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Certainly the research interview we conducted in february 2014 with a representative of simA
(the southern indian mills Association) did not give the impression that simA felt at all threat-
ened by eti. Dr K. selvaraju of simA had no objection to supporting the worker peer group
programme based on the Her project, which was to be implemented by PsG, since PsG has
close links with the textile industry:

I said [to ETI representatives] we can join and do it, PSG and SIMA, because one of PSG’s managing
trustees, former managing trustees, was my chairman … You will find two past chairmen from the
PSG Institution, they were captains of this association [i.e. of SIMA]. So I said ‘we have no problem’.
(K. selvaraju interview, february 2014)

However, Dr selvaraju expressed the strong opinion that there was no way that simA would ever
support allowing nGos or trade unions to visit the mills, irrespective of what requests came from
eti or anywhere else. He argued it was unnecessary to let unions or nGos have access to the
mills because only a very small minority of mills were engaging in forced labour practices and
the government’s enforcement activities were adequate to bring that minority of mills to account.  

on this question of eti’s leverage in relation to textile mills, several research participants argued
that eti companies would have more influence over mill operators if they were to trace the
companies’ supply chains back to the mills. A considerable proportion of the yarn from tamil
nadu is exported to other global manufacturing centres in China, turkey and Bangladesh and
it is likely a significant proportion of the yarn ends up in the supply chains of global brands
such as those in the eti. if eti companies traced their supply chains through suppliers in those
countries back to the mills in tamil nadu, it would increase the eti’s leverage since eti brands
could threaten that their suppliers in China and Bangladesh would stop ordering yarn from
mills in tamil nadu that refused to cooperate in addressing the forced labour issue. in an email
exchange following a research interview, Pauline overeem commented that somo has been
calling on global apparel brands to do this for some time:

SOMO wants to mobilise brands so that they effectively take responsibility over their entire supply
chain. This starts with a mapping of and public transparency about their supply chains down to
the level of the spinning mills and eventually beyond, to the level of the cotton plantations, etc.
Transparency is not an end itself, but it helps workers to understand the globalised context they
are working in and gives them ‘ammunition’ to demand their rights.  Conscious consumers need
to know where the clothes they buy come from, to be able to take informed purchasing decisions.
For civil society, transparency is also a means to hold brands accountable. (Pauline overeem,
somo, email, June 2016).

An eti staff member involved in the tamil nadu programme observed that the tripartite eti
working group had looked into the possibility of tracing eti company supply chains back to
the mills in order to enhance leverage, but the working group had not prioritised this approach
because there was so much work involved in tracing those supply chains. moreover, the eti
tripartite working group confirmed that the approach that the tamil nadu project has taken,
involving direct engagement with local government, civil society and the textile industry to de-
velop the programme described above, was a more comprehensive and sustainable approach
than a solely top-down approach based on tracing eti member companies’ influence through
supply chains. (eti staff member interview, 2014) 
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this question of whether eti nGos and civil society groups supported the overall design of
the eti’s tamil nadu programme was one on which different research participants had different
views. the eti staff member cited in the previous paragraph noted that when the eti was de-
signing the programme it established a strategic working group comprised of two trade union,
two nGo, and two company representatives, specifically to ensure that the perspective of the
companies did not dominate the decision-making process. However in research interviews and
subsequent correspondence representatives of some eti member nGos indicated that, even
so, eti member companies had significantly more influence over the design of the programme
than eti civil society groups. for example, as noted above, the eti worker Peer Group pro-
gramme initially focused exclusively on providing health advice. several eti nGo representa-
tives reported that eti civil society groups had argued that if the worker Group Peer Group
programme went ahead it should at least include a focus on occupational health and safety
issues and be part of a clearly defined plan to subsequently address other labour rights concerns
within the mills. while as of 2016 the programme had at least been broadened to include labour
rights training that went belong health issues, representatives of eti member nGos felt that
their views had been ignored, at least in the first few years of the eti Programme implementa-
tion (Participants from eti member nGos, emails, 2016).

As to the question of whether eti companies should be tracing their supply chains back to mills
in tamil nadu in order to enhance leverage, one eti nGo representative commented that:

We [i.e., ETI member NGOs] have always said that the main strength of the ETI in its work in
Tamil Nadu is in the fact that it brings a large number of retailers together with potentially sub-
stantial leverage on their supply chains and that this should be the key focus of the work. (Partic-
ipant from an eti member nGo, email, 2016). 

the same person noted that, although most if not all eti companies had traced their supply
chains back to the mills in tamil nadu, this data had not been made available to eti member
nGos and trade unions. for example, it was not clear whether the eti companies’ supply chain
mapping included their entire supply chains (including garments from factories in China,
Bangladesh and other countries that sourced their cotton in the tamil nadu mills) or whether
they had just mapped the supply chain for clothes from tamil nadu (participant from an eti
member nGo, email, 2016). this is an important distinction, because if a significant number
of the tamil nadu mills’ customers in China and Bangladesh sell clothes to eti companies then
it would substantially increase the eti’s leverage in relation to the mills. of course, eti civil
society organisations cannot work with eti companies to use that leverage to try and benefit
workers in tamil nadu unless the eti companies are willing to share the information.

marijn Peepercamp of the india Committee of the netherlands also questioned global apparel
companies’ claims that tracing supply chains was excessively complex. she noted that global
apparel brands already had influence over other aspects of mill operations, such as the kind of
yarn that is produced, and suggested that it was lack of motivation, besides inherent complexity,
that is preventing global apparel brands from tracing and revealing their complete supply chains
(marijn Peepercamp interview, march 2014).
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PunishmentsversusRewards–isthreateningtocutorderseffective?
threatening to withdraw orders is the primary means by which international companies seek
to persuade their suppliers to comply with codes of conduct. while such threats can be effective
in certain circumstances, basing leverage entirely on threats to withdraw orders relies on several
questionable assumptions. one such assumption is that code compliance is the norm and that
moving orders away from non-compliant factories will retain supply chain ‘purity’. this is a
questionable assumption. lack of respect for workers’ human rights (particularly violations of
freedom of association) is the norm in the global garment and footwear industry and so if it
moves its orders to another supplier the brand will likely be moving to another non-compliant
facility. in interviews in tamil nadu a number of industry representatives argued it was unfair
that their mills and garment factories were being targeted by local and international campaigns
and subjected to international non-judicial grievance processes when conditions in mills and
garment factories in China, Bangladesh and other competitor countries were receiving very
little scrutiny. they noted there were costs associated with improving labour conditions and
that their customers would potentially move their orders to other countries if the cost of buying
from tamil nadu mills increased. for example, Dr selvaraju of simA stated:

And today, Tamil Nadu mills, particularly SIMA members, we provide much, much better facilities
than what the government prescribes, than what is normally given in other places including China,
many of the competing countries. This is what I told even four years back, at Tirupur in a stake-
holder’s forum … I gave one open challenge at that time: 

‘You are criticizing say five, six mills a year. Let us form a 10-member committee. You NGOs,
ETI, FLA, me and government. You organise for a visit to the five best mills in China. You
organise a visit to the five best mills in Bangladesh, in Pakistan … If you can show me one
mill which provides better labour facilities, welfare facilities to the labourer, then I’ll agree
to whatever you say.’ 

There was no response for that … No response from the ETI, no response from FLA, no response
from NGOs. They continue to say ‘No, no, no, our brands are purchasing here; we will continue to
hammer you on this’. That’s not fair. (K. selvaraju, simA, interview, february 2014)

this is a challenge for the eti’s ‘programme’ approach. while focusing the eti’s limited resources
on particular supply chains in nine geographic areas makes sense, if they have a choice (that is, if
they are able to identify other customers) suppliers in those areas are unlikely to make potentially
expensive changes in their way of doing business if there is no reward for doing so and their com-
petitors in other parts of the world are not subject to the same expectations. when eti companies
demand higher ethical performance without being willing to pay extra for it, it is just as (if not
more) likely to lead suppliers to change customers as to lead them to improve their labour rights
practices. in a research interview, eti’s Head of Programmes, Debbie Coulter, said:

Sometimes you look at some of these issues and find it very frustrating that we can’t use our collective
strength to have any influence. I think partly it is a recognition that our influence is really minimal.
So both in Tamil Nadu in the mill industry and Rajasthan sandstone is a classic example that if
ETI members called off tomorrow and stopped sourcing there wouldn’t be a dent. People really
wouldn’t notice our absence and would attend to the domestic market ... We just had the same re-
sponse from – we are doing a project in Vietnam with wooden furniture and you will get suppliers
when they are pressed too quickly, too fast, too hard, they will say: ‘Do you know what, it is not
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worth the hassle. We can supply to the domestic market or the American market or any market
where we don’t get this intense pressure about how ethically we are trading’ (Debbie Coulter inter-
view, october 2013)

However, if eti brands were willing to provide suppliers in targeted areas with incentives to co-
operate in programmes that genuinely improve labour conditions for workers then it would
likely result in a very different dynamic. for example, if textile mills in tamil nadu were given
preferential status (such as being paid higher prices or receiving longer-term orders) if they co-
operated in a grievance mechanism involving local nGos and trade unions, that would signif-
icantly increase the attractiveness of such a proposition for them. eti companies could for
example instruct all their suppliers in india (and other countries that source cotton from india)
to only source cotton from mills that cooperate in such an initiative. such an approach would
likely be more effective than simply threatening to cut orders from particular suppliers. such an
approach would potentially increase the price of yarn though (since it would reduce the number
of potential suppliers) and, as for other comparable initiatives, eti companies have not been
willing to significantly increase their costs in order to achieve labour rights compliance.

Updateonrecentdevelopments:formalcomplainttotheETI
in october 2016, as this report was being finalised, we received permission to include infor-
mation about another internal eti complaint regarding forced labour in tamil nadu. in 2015
eti member Homeworkers worldwide (Hww) and the netherlands-based nGo the india
Committee netherlands (iCn) made a formal complaint to the eti. this complaint was based
on Hww’s research into labour conditions in sP Apparel, a tamil nadu supplier to an eti
member company. the complaint also drew on research conducted for the iCn/somo 2014
report Flawed Fabrics: The abuse of girls and women workers in the South Indian textile industry.
the complaint focused specifically on two eti brand members and alleged the existence of
forced labour and bonded labour in those companies’ supply chains.  

Both nGos expressed frustration at the lack of a serious response to the complaint by the brands
concerned and at the lack of any urgency from the eti secretariat to press the companies to
respond appropriately. the nGos recognised that serious labour and human rights abuses can-
not be remedied immediately, but they expressed concern that the lengthy delays and the lack
of transparency in relation to the grievance resolution process left them open to doubting the
accountability of the companies and the credibility of eti (iCn, assessment of the eti com-
plaints mechanism, 2016). since we received this information at such a late stage it was not pos-
sible to seek the eti’s perspective on this complaint, nor that of the companies concerned. the
ultimate outcome of this complaint process will be a valuable indicator of the eti’s capacity to
respond effectively to such allegations.

Evaluatingaccesstoremedy
Socialmovementcampaignsandaccesstoremedy
local campaign activities have focused on influencing state institutions and broader awareness
raising activities from 2000 to the present.  our analysis indicates that the various campaign
strategies have been effective in bringing about widespread awareness across key stakeholder
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groups, including extensive media reporting, state and national institutional investigations and
a number of court decisions, which have all contributed to building a comprehensive picture
of the level of labour and human rights abuses in the sector.  

Campaign strategies have directly impacted on policy initiatives, some of which emerged from
the High Court findings and recommendations, such as the establishment of district monitoring
committees by the tamil nadu government. Certainly the high level of exposure of problems in
the sector influenced state institutional inquiries and outcomes from the state women’s Com-
mission and the national Human rights Commission have further validated the campaign claims.  

the range of nGo activities and focus on the labour and human rights abuses have been effec-
tive in shifting public opinion, improving understanding in the affected rural communities of
the problems in the mills, and shifting judicial and government responses to be more responsive
to the workplace and labour rights challenges faced by the women workers.
international campaign strategies have built upon the community awareness activities begun
by local nGos. importantly the close working relationship between international and local
nGos has been successful in consolidating the local knowledge to leverage maximum pressure
on international brands.  

the local campaign focus has continued to develop understanding and document the problems
and at the same time international campaigns have endeavoured to complement and support
the local nGo work.  they have demonstrated support and respect for local nGos’ depth of
knowledge, proximity and capacity to develop viable solutions and jointly conducted steerage
around the international strategies.

while unions and the nGos involved in tPf do seem to have a relatively good relationship
and are in frequent communication, both sides could benefit from closer cooperation. for ex-
ample, some of the textile unions have traditionally only organised male workers and may need
to adapt their strategies to engage more effectively with young women workers. such unions
could potentially benefit from cooperating more closely with some nGos who have experience
in working with young female workers. 

the campaign strategies have highlighted the power inequalities between the women workers
and textile and garment employers which are evident by the multiple levels of abuse experienced
by the women workers. the power inequalities that exist prevent the women workers gaining
any personal and collective agency and therefore leave them with very limited capacity to form
or join a union or nGo labour organisation.  this suggests an interrelationship between re-
cruitment strategies and exploitative labour practices, for example forced overtime and the lim-
ited freedom of movement facilitated by hostel accommodation conditions.   such a power
imbalance is reinforced through deliberate recruitment of the women workers drawn from an
economically and socially vulnerable group. this has the effect of making the women more
vulnerable due to their poverty, gender and caste, and more isolated due to the employers pre-
venting access to unions and others to assist workers to make any claim directly to their em-
ployer, the judicial process or through msis discussed in this report.
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there remains a significant representational gap for the women workers: the strong resistance
by employers to prevent unions in the workplace is significant, and goes some way to explain
this. in addition, the lack of sensitivity to gender-specific issues remains a substantial barrier
to the women workers improving their capacity to play a more central role in campaign activities
and to gain support to take on leadership positions to improve their advocacy and agency.  the
predominance of male leaders in nGos and unions and their lack of attention to addressing
this representational gap remains an obstacle to this changing.

Brand responses are more attuned to international campaign reports; the somo/iCn reports
solicit responses from brands prior to being published, which appear to maximise the impact.
the effectiveness of the international campaign organisation iCn has been strengthened
through having a close and trusted working relationship with local campaign group tPf.  this
has ensured that they not only have the most up-to-date developments, the have strong links
with the local nGos which has improved their responsiveness to monitor any improvements
and ongoing labour rights abuses.  in contrast many international nGos have contracted reports
to be written and published, but the lack of ongoing relationships with local nGos and subse-
quent lack of accountability of the international nGo in how they follow up the issues raised
in the report lessens any potential impact or benefits to workers. 

Statejudicialandnon-judicialmechanismsandaccesstoremedy
Both the courts and non-judicial institutions have demonstrated their preparedness to uphold
key principles based on the evidence presented and investigation they conducted. the tnwC
and the nHrC both conducted inquiries in response to complaints lodged by nGos, but there
is evidence that the women’s commission has been subject to political influence.

the tamil nadu Government has introduced some safeguards but has failed to ensure imple-
mentation of the labour laws and address broader human rights abuses.  the lack of progress
and willingness by state labour officials to monitor and act upon the extensive violations of a
number of national and state laws is a concern and reveals a clear institutional weakness. 

the human rights violations are widespread and no actions by judicial and non-judicial intuitions
in tamil nadu and india have been effective in enabling the women workers to seek redress for
the abuses identified. there are serious implications for how the state can ensure that the laws
can be monitored and workers can seek redress. while some claim-making strategies through
the tnwC have had direct benefits for a few individual women workers in securing compensa-
tion. for the thousands engaged through sumangali schemes arrangements and camp labour
there has been limited impact in relation to these broader systemic issues being addressed. the
court decisions and commission inquiries indicate that the broader definitional issues concerning
the conditions of work around bonded and forced labour are clear.   there remains limited ap-
plication and ineffectiveness by the government labour inspectorate to implement these.

TheEthicalTradingInitiative(ETI)andaccesstoremedy
our research into the eti’s tamil nadu programme indicates that it is a programme whose de-
sign process was very time consuming, overly london-centric and marked by significant internal
conflict between eti members as to the programme’s scope and goals. the eti has not attempted
to use eti companies’ supply chain leverage to persuade mill owners to allow local trade unions
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and labour rights groups to access the mills to investigate alleged rights violations, organise work-
ers and monitor compliance. instead its work inside production facilities has involved working
with more ‘business friendly’ nGos, including initially with one that has close ties to the textile
industry, to provide workers with training and information. while this training may be of some
benefit, it is hard to see how it and the other aspects of the eti’s tamil nadu programme will
make it possible for the young women employed in the mills to overcome the power differential
between themselves and management in order to claim the rights set out in the eti Base Code,
including the rights to freedom of movement, freedom of association and living wages. 

further, as discussed in the relevant companion report in this series, some civil society groups
in europe and india fear that eti’s tamil nadu programme may actually undermine attempts
to achieve more far-reaching solutions. these groups have been working for many years to doc-
ument and publicise forced labour and other human rights issues in mills and garment factories
in tamil nadu, in an effort to pressure international retailers and the tamil nadu government
to take steps to ensure workers’ rights are properly respected. these groups are concerned that
the eti’s programme will dissipate rather than increase pressure on eti companies and mill
owners to cooperate in allowing local trade unions and labour rights organisations to get access
to the mills, since eti companies are able to mitigate any negative publicity associated with the
forced labour issue by pointing to their participation in the eti programme as evidence that
they are taking the issue seriously and seeking to address it.

of course, this is not to suggest that it would be easy for the eti or any organisation to persuade
textile mill owners and factory owners in tamil nadu to allow local trade unions or labour
rights organisations to have regular contact with their employees. the textile industry in that
state is very powerful, has a close relationship with the state government and is strongly opposed
to allowing such access. However, as noted in the relevant companion report at least one eti
member company has persuaded one of its direct suppliers in tamil nadu (an integrated textile
mill and garment production facility) to allow local labour rights organisations to monitor con-
ditions and have regular contact with workers. this is obviously easier to achieve with a first
tier supplier than with mills further down the supply chain. However, as noted in the relevant
companion report, most of the eti companies that source from tamil nadu have so far refused
to share detailed supply chain information with eti nGos and trade unions or to use the as-
sociated leverage to try and persuade suppliers to cooperate in more extensive labour rights
programmes (either by rewarding compliant suppliers or punishing those that refuse to comply).
unless and until eti companies are willing to cooperate in such an exercise, the exact extent of
their potential leverage in relation to the textile mills in tamil nadu will remain unclear.

Lessonsforkeystakeholdergroups
LessonsforMSIssuchasETI:
A companion report in this series provides a detailed analysis of the eti’s grievance mechanisms
and makes a significant number of recommendations. rather than repeating those recommen-
dations here, we would like to highlight a few of those lessons that are particularly apt in the
context of the eti’s tamil nadu Programme:

ideally, international initiatives that hope to bring about change in particular countries•
should work with local organisations in those countries with a long history of working
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on the same goals, and should treat them as genuine partners. specifically for the eti,
ideally its tripartite approach should be replicated in the producer countries in which
it seeks to implement programmes, so that local civil society organisations are genuinely
involved in negotiating the design of the programme.

international initiatives should make freedom of association, security of employment•
and living wages central goals of all in-country programmes. these rights are both im-
portant in themselves and help to address the power imbalance between workers and
their employers, which makes it easier for vulnerable workers to assert their rights.

ideally international initiatives should work to create incentives for improved supplier•
compliance with key programme goals (such as through preferred supplier pro-
grammes). while doing this for suppliers beyond the first tier is challenging, this is
where international multi-stakeholder initiatives could really add value, by coordinating
pressure from multiple companies.

Lessonsfortransnationalbusiness/brands
Due diligence: some brands have indicated they face difficulties in identifying the indirect sup-
pliers in their supply chains and cite this as a reason they cannot exert pressure for improved
labour rights performance on textile suppliers as readily as they can in relation to garment sup-
pliers with which they have a direct contractual relationship.  However, research by international
and local non-government organisations in tamil nadu suggest that, while challenging, it is far
from impossible to trace the relevant supply chain links. 

supply chain transparency: if brands were to map their entire supply chains and make lists of
all their suppliers publicly available then this would increase the brands’ accountability for
labour conditions below the first tier of their supply chains.  

Accountability and monitoring: there is a particular need for transnational businesses to im-
prove the way they monitor and audit labour conditions among their suppliers beyond the first
tier, in addition to the need to improve the ongoing social auditing of direct suppliers.

incentives: transnational businesses also need to consider how they can provide suppliers with
incentives to comply with programmes to address human rights grievances. examples of pos-
sible incentives could include increased prices for those suppliers that respect workers’ human
rights, including their right to freedom of movement; longer production times to reduce the
occurrence of forced overtime; and preferred supplier status as a reward for suppliers that allow
unions to access the workplace. it would likely be particularly effective if a significant number
of global brands committed to only sourcing from those mills and factories that were cooper-
ating in initiatives to ensure respect for workers’ rights, particularly if those initiatives were
conducted in close collaboration with local trade unions and other civil society groups.

freedom of association: one of the major factors contributing to ongoing rights violation in
the garment sector in tamil nadu is the repression of freedom of association. there is therefore
a need to address this issue in a systemic manner. the freedom of Association Protocol initiative
in indonesia, considered in a companion report in this series, provides an interesting model
for businesses interested in working with local trade unions and civil society groups to initiate
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such a process. strategies for enhancing respect for freedom of association in tamil nadu would
need to incorporate gender and caste inclusive strategies, in order to address the current rep-
resentation gap.

LessonsforInternationalNGOs:
Campaign strategies: the way international and local nGos and unions have drawn media at-
tention to the ongoing human rights abuses in the sector has been an important driver of those
improvements in working conditions that have occurred. in particular, the global campaign
pressure on international brands whose goods are implicated in the forced labour schemes has
helped reduce the specific instances of ‘sumangali’ schemes. it is valuable for international
nGos to continue to play this role, although it is important that they continue to do so in close
communication with local civil society groups who understand the local context.

support for worker organisation:  existing and new unions in tamil nadu need support to begin
to prioritise strategies to collectively women workers in the garment sector.  this would con-
tribute to improve agency and leadership among the women workers and potentially assist the
union to be more responsive to women and Dalit worker concerns.

LessonsforlocalNGOsandtradeunions:
the question of the various roles of trade unions and labour rights nGos in training workers
in their rights can be contentious.  in our view, in order to reduce the human rights violations
in the tamil nadu garment sector it is valuable for both trade unions and nGos with experience
in working with women workers to have access to the mills and garment factories to provide
labour rights training and, in the case of the unions, to organise the workers. A number of the
labour rights nGos in tamil nadu have extensive experience in conducting training with
women workers and these groups appear to understand and support the principle that it is the
role of the trade unions to take the lead role in organising workers. organising women workers
from Dalit and lower castes to assert their rights may require new organising models, and the
trade unions may find working together with some of the established labour rights nGos of
considerable assistance in developing such models.

it is therefore positive that at least one brand has persuaded several of its suppliers to allow
nGos involved in the tirupur People’s forum to access production facilities to monitor labour
conditions and provide workers with training in their rights.  if multi-stakeholder initiatives
such as the eti, fair wear foundation, Business social Compliance initiative and the fair labor
Association supported this initiative, and if it was also coordinated with local trade unions, this
initiative would have more chance of reducing human rights abuses at a systemic level within
the tamil nadu garment sector.

Lessonsforgovernment
the tamil nadu Government needs to prioritise addressing the lack of garment sector com-
pliance with relevant laws.  there is a need to examine and address the causes of corruption
within the labour inspectorate, which is significantly undermining state efforts to protect labour
rights. one means of minimising corruption would be to increase the role of civil society or-
ganisations in monitoring and enforcement. A failure to address the ongoing lack of compliance
with minimum legal standards will have a negative influence on the reputation of the garment
sector in tamil nadu.
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