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Campus struggles against sweatshops Continue
Indonesian workers and U.S. students fight back against Adidas.

with the universities that buy their ap-
parel. At least 180 universities around 
the nation are affiliated with the Wrc 
and have licensing contracts mandat-
ing that brands pay “all applicable back 
wages found due to workers who 
manufactured the licensed articles.” If 
wages or severance pay are not paid to 
workers that produce university goods, 
then the school has the right to termi-
nate the contract. 
 Using the language in these con-
tracts, activists on these campuses co-
ordinate nationwide divestment cam-
paigns to pressure brands like Adidas 
to uphold previously unenforceable 
labor codes of conduct. 
 Unpaid back wages and benefits are 
a major problem in the garment indus-
try. Apparel brands rarely own factories. 
rather, they contract with independent 
manufacturers all over the world to pro-
duce their wares. When a factory closes 
for any reason, a brand can simply take 
its business somewhere else and wash 
its hands of any responsibilities to the 
fired workers.
 brands like Nike and russell have 
lost millions of dollars when, pressed by 
United Students Against Sweatshops 
(USAS), universities haver terminated 

their contracts. According to the 
USAS website, campus activism has 
forced Nike to pay severance and 
russell to rehire over 1,000 workers it 
had laid off, in order to avoid losing 
more collegiate contracts. Now many 
college activists have their sights set 
on Adidas.
 At the University of Wisconsin (UW) 
in madison, the USAS-affiliated 
Student Labor Action coalition (SLAc) 
and sympathetic faculty are in the 
middle of a more than year-long cam-
paign to pressure the school to termi-
nate its contract with Adidas in solidar-
ity with the pt Kizone workers.
 the chair of UW’s Labor Licensing 
policy committee (LLpc) says that 
Adidas is in violation of the code of 
conduct for the school’s licensees. 
even the university’s senior counsel, 
brian Vaughn, stated publicly at a 
June LLpc meeting that Adidas is “in 
breach of the contract based on its 
failure to adhere to the standards of 
the labor code.” but despite the fact 
that Vaughn claimed at the time that 
the University’s “two overriding goals 
are to get money back in the hands of 
the workers and to maintain the in-
tegrity of the labor code,” the adminis-
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Abandoning his financially ailing 
factory in the tangerang region of 

Indonesia, owner Jin Woo Kim fled the 
country for his home, South Korea, in 
January 2011 without leaving money 
to pay his workers. the factory, pt 
Kizone, stayed open for several 
months and then closed in financial 
ruin in April, leaving 2,700 workers 
with no jobs and owed $3.4 million of 
legally mandated severance pay. 
 In countries like Indonesia, with no 
unemployment insurance, severance 
pay is what keeps workers and their 
families from literal starvation. “the 
important thing is to be able to have 
rice. maybe we add some chili pepper, 
some salt, if we can,” explained an ex-
Kizone worker, marlina, in a report re-
leased by the Worker rights 
consortium (Wrc), a U.S.-based labor-
rights monitoring group, in may 2012.
 marlina, widowed mother of two, 
worked at pt Kizone for eleven years 
before the factory closed. She needs 
the severance payment in order to pay 
her son’s high school registration fee 
and monthly tuition, and to make im-
portant repairs to her house. 
 When the owner fled, the responsi-
bility for severance payments to pt 
Kizone workers fell on the companies 
that sourced from the factory—Adidas, 
Nike, and the Dallas cowboys. Within a 
year, both Nike and the Dallas 
cowboys made severance payments 
that they claim are proportional to the 
size of their orders from the factory, 
around $1.5 million total. but Adidas 
has refused to pay any of the $1.8 mil-
lion still owed to workers.
 Workers in pt Kizone factory mainly 
produced athletic clothing sold to 
hundreds of universities throughout 
the United States. All collegiate licens-
ees like Adidas and Nike sign contracts 
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Former PT Kizone workers protest 
in Jakarta, Indonesia, June 2012
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tration has dragged its feet in re-
sponding to Adidas. 
 Instead of putting the company on 
notice for potential contract termina-
tion and giving it a deadline to meet 
its obligations as recommended by the 
LLpc, UW entered into months of fruit-
less negotiations with Adidasin spring 
of 2012. In July, when these negotia-
tions had led nowhere, UW’s interim 
chancellor David Ward asked a state 
court to decide whether or not Adidas 
had violated the contract (despite the 
senior counsel’s earlier public admis-
sion that it had). this process will delay 
a decision for many more months--
perhaps years if there are appeals.
 Since the Adidas campaign’s incep-
tion in the fall of 2011, SLAc members 
have actively opposed the school’s cau-
tious approach, calling both the media-
tion process and the current court ac-
tion a “stalling tactic” by the UW 
administration and Adidas to avoid re-
sponsibility to the pt Kizone workers. In 
response, student organizers planned 
everything from frequent letter deliver-
ies to campus administrators, to peti-
tion drives, teach-ins, and even a ban-
ner drop from the administration 
building that over 300 people attended, 
all in hopes of pressuring the chancellor 
(who ultimately has the final say in the 
matter) to cut the contract with Adidas.
 While the administration claims 
that it is moving slowly to avoid being 
sued by Adidas, it is also getting con-
siderable pressure from its powerful 
athletics director, barry Alvarez, to con-
tinue its contract with Adidas. As part 
of the deal, UW’s sports programs re-
ceive royalties and sports gear worth 
about $2.5 million every year.
 “Just look at the money—what we 
lose and what it would cost us,’’ Alvarez 
told the Wisconsin State Journal, even 
though other major brands would cer-
tainly jump at the opportunity to re-
place Adidas. “We have four building 
projects going on. It could hurt recruit-
ing. there’s a trickle-down effect that 
would be devastating to our whole 
athletic program.”

 but tina treviño-murphy, a student 
activist with SLAc, rejects this logic. “A 
strong athletics department shouldn’t 
have to be built on a foundation of sto-
len labor,” she told Dollars & Sense. 
“Our department and our students 
deserve better.”.
 Adidas is now facing pressure from 
both campus activists in the United 
States and the workers in Indonesia--
including sit-ins by the latter at the 
German and british embassies in Jakarta.  
(Adidas’ world headquarters are in 
Germany, and the company sponsored 
the recent London Olympics.) this led to 
a meeting between their union and an 
Adidas representative, who refused to 
admit responsibility but instead offered 
food vouchers to some of the workers. 
the offer amounted to a tiny fraction of 
the owed severance and was rejected as 
insulting by former Kizone workers.
 In the face of intransigence from uni-
versity administrations and multination-
al companies prepared to shift produc-
tion quickly from one location to 
another to stay one step ahead of labor-
rights monitors, campus activism to fight 
sweatshops can seem like a labor of 
Sisyphus. After more than a decade of 
organizing, a recent fundraising appeal 
from USAS noted that “today sweatshop 
conditions are worse than ever.”
 brands threaten to pull out of partic-
ular factories if labor costs rise, encour-
aging a work environment character-
ized by “forced overtime, physical and 
sexual harassment, and extreme anti-
union intimidation, even death threats,” 
says Natalie Yoon, a USAS member who 
recently participated in a delegation to 
factories in Honduras and el Salvador.
 According to Snehal Shingavi, a 
professor at the University of texas, 
Austin who was a USAS activist at 
berkeley for many years, finding 
ways to build links with the struggles 
of the affected workers is key. “What I 
think would help the campaign the 
most is if there were actually more 
sustained and engaged connections 
between students here and workers 
who are in factories who are facing 
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these conditions,” Shingavi told 
Dollars & Sense. Ultimately, he said, 
only workers’ self-activity can “make 
the kind of changes that I think we 
all want, which is an end to exploit-
ative working conditions.”
 but in the meantime, even small vic-
tories are important. Anti-sweatshop 
activists around the country received a 
boost in September, when cornell 
University president David Skorton an-
nounced that his school was ending its 
licensing contract with Adidas effective 
October 1, because of the company’s 
failure to pay severance to pt Kizone 
workers. the announcement followed a 
sustained campaign by the Sweatfree 
cornell coalition, leading up to a “study 
in” at the president’s office. While the 
contract itself was small, USAS de-
scribed the decision as the “first domi-
no,” which may lead other campuses to 
follow suit.
 perhaps just as significant are the 
lessons that some activists are drawing 
from these campaigns. “the people 

Dissent is a quarterly magazine of politics 
and culture. In the words of the New York 
Times, “Dissent ranks among the handful 
of political journals read most regularly by 
U.S. intellectuals.” 

Featured articles from the Fall 2012  
issue of Dissent:

The Corporatization of Higher  
Education
by Nicolaus Mills

From Education Master Plan To  
No Plan
by Mike Konczal & Aaron Bady 

On Lawrence Lessig’s 
Republic Lost: How Money Corrupts  
Congress—And A Plan to Stop It  
by Jeff Faux

On Eric Laursen’s 
The People’s Pension: The Struggle to 
Defend Social Security Since Reagan
by Nancy Altman

Subscribe ONLINE:
dissent.pennpress.org

Subscribe by PHONE:
Call 818-985-2003 and  
ask for subscriber services

EMAIL requests to
info@starkservices.com

To place a new subscription order or  
to renew an existing subscription:

Send a CHECK, made 
payable to “University of  
Pennsylvania Press” with  
DISSENT in the memo  
line to:

Stark Services
Attn: Dissent
12444 Victory Blvd.
3rd Floor
N. Hollywood, CA 91606

Edited by Michael Walzer  
and Michael Kazin

Print and Online  
Subscriptions:
Individuals: $20  
Institutions: $55 

Students: $18

Online-Only  
Subscriptions:
Individuals: $17 
Institutions: $47

2013 Subscription Rates
Quarterly • ISSN: 0012-3846

(Please add $18 per year for print  
delivery to non–U.S. addresses)

All Dissent 
subscriptions now 

include free access to 
e-reader files . . . take 

Dissent with you on 
your tablet! 

Get Dissent for your 
iPad, Kindle, or Nook at 

www.dissentmagazine.org

$< Active Culture

who have a lot of power are going to 
want to keep that power and the only 
way to make people give some of that 
up is if we make them,” treviño-
murphy said. “So it’s really pressure 
from below, grassroots organizing, 
that makes the difference. We see that 
every day in SLAc and I think it teaches 
us to be not just better students but 
better citizens who will stand up to 
fight injustice every time.”  D&S
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