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Garment worker Nurun Nahar, 21, is married but was left by her husband because there  
was not enough money to pay for the dowry. Dhaka, Bangladesh, 31 August 2009. 
© Taslima Akhter/ Clean Clothes Campaign. 
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Introduction / 
summary 

Najma Akhter, is forced due to her low wages to live in the slums of Dhaka. Bangladesh, 2009. © Taslima Akhter / Clean Clothes Campaign. 
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The garment industry around the 
world is renowned for low wages, 
excessive overtime and poor  
working conditions. In many cases, 
even the legal minimum wages set 
for workers in the apparel industry 
fail to provide enough income to 
maintain a family of four above the 
nationally defined poverty level. 

The consequences of poverty 
wages are most clearly seen in 
excessive working hours and  
disrupted family life. Poverty wages 
push many workers into debt,  
lead to malnutrition, cause health 
problems, and make workers and 
their dependents extremely  
vulnerable to unemployment,  
disability, and faster decline in  
old age. What is more, growing 
inequality within a country can  
reduce social cohesion and result  
in unrest. 

Labour rights’ advocates have  
always argued that a minimum  
living wage is a cornerstone of  
decent working conditions,  
because sufficient wages are  
essential to workers’ well-being. 
Insufficient wages imply that  
individuals, families and communi-
ties who depend upon wage labour 
for their well-being cannot lead a 
dignified life.1 This demand is in line 
with the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.  
Article 23(3) states: 

“Everyone who works  
has the right to just and 
favourable remuneration 
ensuring for himself and  
his family an existence  
worthy of human dignity, 
and supplemented,  
if necessary, by other 
means of social  
protection.”

The International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO), which is the United  
Nations’ body that sets labour 
standards, also endorses a living  
wage standard. The Preamble to 
the ILO Constitution notes that 
peace and harmony in the world  
require “the provision of an  
adequate living wage”. The ILO 
Constitution mentions the need  
to develop: 

“policies in regard to wages  
and earnings, hours and 
other conditions of work,  
designed to ensure a  
just share of the fruits  
of progress to all and a 
minimum living wage to  
all employed and in need  
of such protection.” 2  

The reality of working conditions  
in the garment industry is far re-
moved from the international goal 
of ‘decent work’ for all women and 

men in the world. ‘Decent work’ is 
the phrase used by the ILO, and 
it means the right of all to work in 
conditions of freedom, equity,  
security and human dignity. 

In the global garment industry of 
today, it is the brand-named com-
panies and giant retailers who wield 
most power. They have profited 
hugely from outsourcing production 
to low-wage countries, capitalising 
on poverty wages and benefiting 
from weak enforcement of laws that 
govern wages, working conditions, 
and labour rights. 

What is more, workers’ efforts to 
increase their wages often lead 
garment brands and retailers to 
relocate production elsewhere.  
so workers are often afraid to fight 
for better wages for fear of losing 
their jobs. 

For these reasons, union leaders  
and labour activists in Asia have 
come together to explore a strategy 
for workers in the global garment 
industry. Asia is a major hub for 
garment production in the global 
economy, accounting for 60% of 
global garment production, and 
employing millions of workers 
across the continent, most of  
whom are women.

Introduction / summary



8

It accounts for the cost of a fair 
amount of food per day, plus 
other essential living costs such 
as healthcare, housing, clothing, 
childcare, transportation, fuel, edu-
cation, etc. By then expressing it in 
a single convertible sum - what we 
are calling ‘purchasing power parity 
in US$’ or PPP$ for short – we can 
achieve a wage demand that is  
applicable in each country and 
across borders.

At the Campaign’s third interna-
tional planning meeting in Hong 
Kong in October 2008, we took 
into account our countries’ different 
economies, politics, and debates, 
plus wage survey data collected 
from various Asian countries, and 
set the Asia Floor Wage for 2009  
at 475 PPP$. 4

The Asia Floor Wage Alliance 
brings together a wide range of 
labour organisations from India, 
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Indone-
sia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, China, 
and Hong Kong. Also involved are 
trade unions, labour NGOs, anti-
sweatshop movements, solidarity 
groups, and scholars from Northern 
countries in Europe and the United 
States of America (see box 1).3  

Together we have come up with a 
way of establishing a floor on the 
race to the bottom and preventing 
wage competition between Asian 
garment-exporting countries.  
We are calling it the ‘Asia Floor 
Wage Campaign’. 

By uniting together and adopting 
a common Asia-wide bargaining 
strategy, garment workers and their 
representatives and supporters in 

Asia and the North can campaign 
for improved pay and conditions 
without the fear of causing job  
losses. Instead of workers compet-
ing with each other, pressing wages 
down even more, we have formulat-
ed a unified, regional demand, with 
a global echo, for a wage which is 
decent and fair. 

The Asia Floor Wage (AFW) is a 
demand for a minimum living wage, 
but one that can be standardised 
and compared between countries. 

Chapter 4 gives the details of how 
we arrive at our AFW: it is based 
on the income required for a single 
earner to support a family of four 
(2 adults and 2 children) by working 
a legal maximum working week (but 
no longer than 48 hour), excluding 
any payment for overtime or other 
bonuses/allowances.

Introduction / summary

“The Asia Floor Wage is an industrial level collective bargaining 
strategy, targeting the garment global supply chain and combating 
the threat of relocation.” 
Ashim Roy, Secretary General of the New Trade Union Initiative, India
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Box 1

The Asia Floor Wage Alliance brings together a wide range of labour organisations in Asia and beyond. 
Partners include:  

Bangladesh: SBGKSF; NGWF; BIGUF; BCWS; Karmojibi Nari; Action Aid-Bangladesh; INCIDIN; Bangladesh 
Institute for Development Studies; Bangladesh Institute for Labour Studies; Canada: Maquiladora Solidarity 
Network; Europe: Clean Clothes Campaign; Action Aid UK; Hong Kong: HKCIC; Globalisation Monitor; Students 
Against Corporation Misbehaviour; India: All India Trade Union Congress; Hind Mazdoor Sabha; Indian National 
Trade Union Congress; New Trade Union Initiative; Garment and Textile Workers Union; Garment Workers’ Union; 
Mazdoor Ekta Manch; Cividep; Save;  Fedina; Society for Labour & Development; Indonesia: SPN; GSBI; Trade 
Union Rights Centre; Malaysia: TIE-Asia: Pakistan: All Pakistan Trade Union Federation; Pakistan National Textile 
Leather Garments & General Workers Federation; PILER; Sri Lanka: ALaRM; JSS; Dabindu Collective; Thailand: 
Committee on Asian Women; USA: United Food and Commercial Workers; Teamsters; Workers United; Jobs with 
Justice; International Labor Rights Forum  

Introduction / summary

“The AFW is indeed a good initiative. It gives us opportunities  
to negotiate wages with the manufacturer, as well as with  
the brands.”   
Joko Hariyono from the Indonesian trade union federation Serikat Pekerja Nasional 
(SPN, National Industrial Workers’ Union)
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We believe that a common wage 
demand can bolster union organ-
ising, which in turn will help to 
achieve other gains. An Asia Floor 
Wage for the garment industry 
will help us fight poverty, develop 
economically with decent labour 
standards, and improve the lives 
of workers who are mostly women. 
The AFW proposal can contribute 
towards achieving a more sustain-
able global garment industry, and 
be a concrete way of implementing 
the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda. 
The AFW Alliance will target major 

retailers and global brands to sign 
agreements committing them to 
incorporate the Floor Wage formula 
into their price negotiations with 
suppliers. These companies control 
the global garment production 
chain and have the capacity to  
deliver the Asia Floor Wage to 
workers. 

Meanwhile, Alliance members in 
producer countries will apply pres-
sure on the major manufacturers 
to ensure that price increases they 
get from the brands and retailers 

with whom they have contracts are 
passed on to workers in the form of 
higher wages.  

We hope you will add your voice 
and energy to this campaign for 
decent wages in the garment 
industry in Asia, as a contribution 
towards combating poverty  
and promoting sustainable  
development everywhere.   
www.asiafloorwage.org

Introduction / summary

“The AFW campaign should pressure global brands and retailers  
to pay a fair price for the product and ensure that the workers’  
right to trade unions is respected, which most codes of conduct  
recognise as an important right anyway”
Shamima Nasrin,President of the Bangladeshi Shadhin Bangla Garments Sramik-Karamchari Federation (SBGSKF)

“Women workers in the garment industry make up almost 
80 percent of the export manufacturing workforce in the 
developing world. Yet they lack the ability to improve their 
wages, working conditions or to bargain for more secure 
jobs. A strategy like Asia Floor Wage will be a solution in 
attenuating women’s unequal bargaining power, gender 
wage gaps and in improving their well being” 
Committee for Asian Women 
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Summary of each chapter

Chapter 1 outlines the key reasons 
why poverty wages have come  
to characterise the garment  
industry in Asia: 
Governments fail to set a decent 
minimum wage level;

> �Low levels of unionisation make 
it difficult to raise wages through 
collective bargaining between 
workers and employers;

> �Widespread gender discrimina-
tion leads to the employment of 
relatively more women at lower 
wages than would be paid to 
men for the same work; 

> �Legal minimum wages are not 
regularly adjusted to reflect the 
rising cost of living; 

> ��Weak enforcement of minimum 
wage and other labour regula-
tions gives employers more  
opportunities to cheat workers 
out of their legal rights. 

Chapter 2 discusses why, 
in a globalised industry like the  
garment one, the existence of  
poverty wages cannot be under-
stood without understanding the 
role of the big garment brands and 
retailers in orchestrating global 
production and trade. On top of 
that, deregulation, flexibilisation 
and export-led policies have left 
many workforces around the world 
without protection, and widened 
the gap between rich and poor, 

both within countries and between 
countries,5 resulting in a low road 
path to economic development.

Chapter 3 outlines the proposals of 
the Asia Floor Wage Alliance, aimed 
at replacing this race to the bottom 
with something that will lift the  
position of all the workers of the 
world at the same time. 

We discuss how our proposal 
would not only raise the wages 
of workers at the bottom, but 
strengthen workers’ bargaining 
power throughout the international 
supply chains of giant retailers and 
brands and across borders, thereby 
increasing all garment workers’ 
capacity to raise wage levels. 
 
We outline the three strategic  
pillars on which the AFW  
campaign is based: 

> ��Building a regional collective 
bargaining strategy against  
capital mobility; 

> �Promoting a wage-led growth 
and economic development  
scenario; 

> �Pushing for a redistributive 
corporate accountability agenda.

Chapter 4 provides a detailed 
discussion on how the AFW  
Alliance defines and calculates  
the Asia Floor Wage. As with any 
other living wage definition,  
we address: how to define  

‘basic needs’, the number of  
dependents to be covered, and the 
length of the working day/week.

We then outline the six steps we 
use to define a locally appropriate 
living wage – one that is country 
specific – as well as a common 
Asian wage level – one that sets an 
Asian floor to stop the ‘race to the 
bottom’. 

We discuss how the AFW can 
be calculated in national terms 
and how, by using the formula of 
purchasing power parity in US$ 
(PPP$), wages can be compared 
across nations. The chapter ends 
with a number of strategic consid-
erations on how to implement the 
AFW and briefly discusses the three 
main campaign targets: brands and 
retailers, large manufacturers, and 
governments.

Introduction / summary
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1. 
Poverty wages 
in the global 
garment industry 

Hong Kong textile company, 2009. © May Wong.
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Across Asia, wages of garment 
workers are low because: 

�> �Governments fail to  
set a decent minimum 
wage level;

> �Low levels of unionisation 
make it difficult to raise 
wages through collective 
bargaining between  
workers and employers;

> �Widespread gender  
discrimination leads to 
the employment of  
relatively more women  
at lower wages than 
would be paid to men for 
the same work; 

> �Legal minimum wages  
are not regularly adjusted 
to reflect the rising cost 
of living;  

> �Weak enforcement of 
minimum wage and  
other labour regulations 
gives employers more  
opportunities to cheat 
workers out of their  
legal rights. 

In a globalised industry, the  
existence of poverty wages also 
cannot be understood without 
understanding the role of major 
brands and retailers in orchestrating 
global production and supply. 

There is always the threat that they 
will relocate when workers organise 
to demand higher wages, which 
keeps workers in fear of losing 
their jobs. What is more, neo-liberal 
inspired economic policies drive 
wages down. These topics are  
discussed more in chapter 2. 

The reality of working conditions in the garment industry is far removed from the international goal  
of ‘decent work’ for all women and men in the world. ‘Decent work’ is the phrase used by the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO), and it means the right of all to work in conditions of freedom, equity, security and 
human dignity. But the wages that garment workers receive today are almost never enough to guarantee a 
decent and dignified existence for them and their families. 

1.  Poverty wages in the global garment industry

Workers in a garment factory in India, 2008. 
© Clean Clothes Campaign.
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The purpose of legal minimum 
wages should be to provide social 
protection to vulnerable and  
unorganised categories of workers.  
The International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO), which is the United  
Nations’ body that sets labour 
standards, writes: “minimum 
wage fixing should constitute one 
element in a policy designed to 
overcome poverty and to ensure 
the needs of all workers and their 
families”.6 

These basic needs are typically 
defined in terms of food, housing, 
clothing, and public services, like 
education, healthcare and transport 
(see also chapter 4).7 While most 
Asian governments set minimum 
wages, these typically fail to  
provide enough income to maintain 
a family of four above the nationally 
defined poverty level.8 In order 
to attract investment, many  
governments set legal minimum 
wages below the subsistence level.  
Minimum wages that meet a living 

wage standard are seen as a  
possible barrier to investment. 
In some countries the legal  
minimum wage even fails to meet 
internationally-defined poverty 
standards. In Bangladesh, the 
monthly minimum wage of 1662 
Taka (16.60 Euros or US$24.30) is 
even less than the absolute poverty 
level of US$1 a day. A Bangladeshi 
worker says: 

“The Government is  
indifferent to our plight. 
The low wages have been 
the outcome of continuous 
lobbying by the leaders of 
trade bodies and business-
men-turned-politicians in 
the corridors of power.  
Taking 2007 as a base year, 
it should be easily said, 
without any dispute, that 
prices of essentials have 
risen by up to 50%.” 9 

In countries like India, Sri Lanka, 
Vietnam, Pakistan and Cambodia,  
the minimum wage is below or 
around the UN-defined poverty line 
of US$2 a day. In China, Indonesia, 
and Thailand wages are marginally 
higher – US$2-4 a day – but the 
cost of living in these countries is 
higher. 

Siagawati, a member of the Serikat 
Pekerja Nasional (SPN, National 
Industrial Workers’ Union), 
Indonesia, says:

“All my basic living needs 
are supposed to be solved 
with what I earn. But  
because my wages  
are always not enough,  
the only solution is to live 
very economically.” 10  

Poverty wages always have deep 
individual/personal consequences, 
as shown in Boxes 2, 3 and 4. 

Legal minimum 
wages set too low 

1.  Poverty wages in the global garment industry
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Meet Krishanthi  
from Sri Lanka 11 
I’m Krishanthi. It’s been six years since I came to the 
Katunayake Free Trade Zone in Sri Lanka, as I soon as  
I finished my Ordinary Level examination. From the  
day I came, I was doing night shifts, trying to earn the 
maximum in order to give some economic stability  
to my family.

At present my current basic salary is Rs.7,900  
(49.15 Euros or 71,8 US$). However much I do  
overtime, at the end of the month I get about  
Rs.12.000 (74.66 Euros or 109 US$). I have never 
earned any more than that. 

I have to pay Rs.2.300 (14.31 Euros or 20.9 US$)  
in rent. Rs.2.000 (12.44 Euros or 18.1 US$) for  
groceries. Medicine each month costs about  
Rs.300-400 (1.86–2.40 Euros or 2.7 -3.5 US$).  
I don’t spend a lot on clothing, about Rs.300  
(1.86 Euros or 2.7 US$). Since it’s a long distance,  
I travel home only twice a year. I spend my free  
time in my boarding room, and so I don’t spend  
any money on entertainment. Education is only a 
dream. I contribute to a lottery scheme (“seettu”),  
and I save Rs.1.000 (6.22 Euros or 9 US$). 

There is no possibility of consuming a nutritious  
meal, to dress well and survive from this salary.  
During these six years the only thing I have done  
is send some money home. We work for about  
12-14 hours a day. We work on Sundays and  
holidays. Yet, we don’t get a wage that could fulfill  
our basic needs. 

We don’t earn a salary according to the sacrifices that 
we make. I’m now very thin. Even when I suffer from a 
small sickness I get really ill. I got married 2 years ago 
but still haven’t had a baby. Many medical tests were 
done, but in the end the doctors just told me to eat a 
healthy meal and take rest. But in order to take rest, I 
would have to resign from my job. Now, I cannot even 
bear the sounds in the workplace; my head is also like 
spinning mill. 

At times like that I feel like going back home. Yet, I 
don’t have the economic stability to face the future.

Note: about half of the output of the factory where Krishanthi  
works is for Gap.

1.  Poverty wages in the global garment industry

Box 2

Krishanthi gives a speech at youth camp. Sri-Lanka, 2009. © Dabindu Collective.


