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Outsourcing

Outsourcing is where company A pays company B to do work that could be done by
company A. Internationally, this means that jobs which were done in rich nations are now
done in poorer nations because wages are lower. Many goods are made in China, clothes
come from Bangladesh, and call centres are in India. The typical earnings for workers in the
clothing industry in Bangladesh are £75/month, about half the amount needed to live on.(1)

Sweatshops

A sweatshop is the term used to describe companies where employees work excessively
long hours for very little pay with few rights, often in extremely unpleasant or unsafe
working conditions. This can include sewage on the floor, no toilet breaks, serious bullying
(including physical violence), extreme temperatures, inadequate ventilation, fire hazards,
unpaid overtime, arbitrary fines and poisonous materials. This can lead to poor health,
extreme stress, and increased suicide. Sweatshops are particularly prevalent in the fashion
industry. In one study in 2010 it was found that workers earned 10c for each $80 shirt that
they sewed.(2) Big corporations and their PR departments would like you to believe that
sweatshops are a thing of the past. This is not true.

The issue is debated occasionally in the media when something dramatic happens. In 2013,
1100 workers died in a garment factory known as Rana plaza in Bangladesh.(3) Cracks had
appeared the day before, but workers were forced back to work. The building collapsed.

In another famous example, the tech company, Apple, used a subcontractor in China called
Foxxconn where, in 2010, 18 workers committed suicide.(4) Each incident leads to promises
from companies saying how hard they are working to solve these problems, and there have
been some improvements in some places, but the general situation has not improved.

The Importance of Unions

These workers are often being exposed to pollution and emissions that have been deemed
illegal in more advanced nations, and they get poisoned by all manner of toxic substances
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such as lead or mercury. If they suffer iliness and injury, they can be fired and replaced. It is
estimated that less than 10% of garment workers are in unions, so they have no-one to help
them. People who attempt to create unions have been beaten, thrown in jail, blacklisted and
even killed. The right to unionise might not seem important to richer people, but historically
it has been extremely important in helping employees bargain with employers for better pay
and working conditions. One of the main reasons why international companies want to
outsource to poorer countries is that they know they can exploit people.

Companies Are Not Passive

Corporations claim that these are difficult problems to solve because they do not have
control over what goes on in other countries. In reality the opposite is the case. The
corporations demand ever-cheaper workers and weaker employment law. Companies are
not just passively taking advantage of the system. They actively lobby their governments to
reinforce the system, and they lobby foreign governments to crush unions. They take
advantage of weak enforcement of regulations, and widespread corruption. Low cost
factories (known as maquiladoras) were set up in Mexico, only to be subsequently relocated
to China.(5) When China tried to raise standards, corporations closed their factories and
moved production to countries with even lower standards.(6)

Big brands put pressure on factories overseas. This has become worse due to the
development of what is called fast fashion,(7) which involves large numbers of new clothes,
of very low quality, being introduced each week. Suppliers are expected to be able to
increase production very quickly, putting pressure on staff. The prices that are paid by big
Western companies can be so low that subcontractors cannot afford to comply with safety
laws, so accidents and injuries are common. Many of these people are extremely productive,
but the extra profits go to rich people in advanced nations.

The trend towards fast fashion has led to people buying five times as many clothes as they
did 20 years ago.(8) Much of this is rapidly discarded and ends up in landfill. The clothing
industry is one of the most polluting in the world.

Hiding Exploitation

Outsourcing overseas is not simply about being cheaper. It is also intended to make it more
difficult to hold companies to account, because they can say that any problems are not their
fault. They claim it is the fault of a subcontractor, or a subcontractor of a subcontractor, in
another country. They are therefore able to say that they have no legal obligations to the
workers.(9) They are deliberately secretive about the supply chains for their goods, so it can
be impossible to know who is producing their raw material, such as cotton, and under what
conditions. This is a deliberate strategy to hide exploitation.

The Big Picture

One argument that is put forward repeatedly in defense of low wages paid by big
corporations is “What else would these people do? If sweatshops were not employing them,
they would be unemployed or earning even less.” Some economists even argue that
sweatshops help poor countries escape poverty. This is yet another theory that sounds good
in a textbook, but is not true in practice.

We need to understand why these people are unable to find better jobs, and why children



need to work, in their country. The explanation is the bigger picture described in other
posts. Their governments are not doing the things that would end poverty, and developing
better-paying alternatives, because they do not represent their people. They represent the
rich in their own country, and Western corporations, either by choice because they will
benefit, or because they have been threatened and/or bribed by the US. The focus of their
economic policies is on working with rich countries and corporations to allow them to control
resources and trade.

A country like Bangladesh, which has a terrible track record regarding sweatshops, provides
an excellent case study. The US helped to overthrow the government in 1975 and replaced
him with a military dictatorship. They pursued extreme economic policies intended to
benefit rich people and exploit poor people. Two family dynasties have dominated politics in
Bangladesh ever since, maintaining similar policies.(10) Much of the debate, among
economists and in the media, about low wages paid by big corporations in poor countries,
overlooks the powerful forces that manipulate the economic system.

Proper Laws Could Make a Difference

It is important to note that simplistic solutions are not the answer. Closing down
sweatshops, and even banning child labour, in circumstances where those employees have
no alternative income, has created problems on some occasions.(11) We should obviously
strive to end child labour and sweatshops, but we need to ensure that governments put in
place other policies to ensure that children can go to school, and to ensure that their
families can meet their basic needs. Ultimately, solutions will involve changing many
aspects of the system described in these posts.

For the people in poor countries, outsourcing might make sense if everyone was paid
enough to live on, and they were employed in good conditions. There is no reason why
international companies cannot be forced to ensure that all employees in their production
chain (including subcontractors) have decent pay and conditions. This could easily be used
as a route to a better standard of living for a large number of poor people.

Propaganda - The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)

Some companies are part of a system known as the Ethical Trading Initiative. Under this
system, companies are supposed to ensure higher standards of pay and working conditions
for suppliers overseas. However, an investigation in 2016 found that the ETI was not very
effective, and most companies involved merely see it as Public Relations to give the
impression that they are better than they really are.(12)

Roger and Me - Destroying Whole Towns and Cities

For the people in rich countries, outsourcing only makes sense if we can find replacement
jobs at good wages for everyone. Unfortunately, the US and British governments are not
interested in this. Some of the downsides of outsourcing for rich nations were described by
Michael Moore in his 1989 film, ‘Roger and Me.’(13) This looked at the sequence of events
that took place in Moore’'s home town of Flint, Michigan between 1978 and 1992, when
General Motors (GM) closed down some of the large car plants that were the biggest
employers in the town. GM relocated production to Mexico, with lower wages and no unions.
Tens of thousands of Flint GM workers lost their jobs. The social safety nets and
opportunities for re-training were inadequate. Those local businesses that were dependent



on the earnings of the GM workers went bust. This had a ripple effect, causing more and
more businesses to close, until eventually Flint had almost become a ghost town with mass
unemployment. Crime skyrocketed. Flint was then described by Money magazine as the
worst place to live in America. The situation in Flint did not begin to improve until 2002.

General Motors will have increased its profits by relocating, but the cost to society
(impossible to measure accurately) was many times greater. This is an excellent example of
how a corporation can create terrible outcomes for society when it aggressively pursues
profit. This pattern has been replicated throughout industrial regions of the US, and in some
areas in Britain, where industries such as shipbuilding and coalmining closed down, leaving
swathes of people unemployed. The average income of US citizens has not improved for 40
years, partly because of outsourcing overseas.

Workers in Britain and the US are Still Being Exploited

Sweatshops have reappeared in the UK and US in the last few years, with clothing
companies paying employees well below the minimum wage.(14)

This is part of a wider pattern where companies are finding ever-more deceptive ways to
exploit people. In a recent analysis, it was found that many Deliveroo drivers were earning
less than the minimum wage in Britain.(15) Deliveroo, and other companies such as Uber,
were able to do this by pretending that their riders and drivers were self-employed. The UK
Supreme Court has now ruled against this.(16)

Note to readers: Please click the share buttons above or below. Follow us on Instagram,
@crg_globalresearch. Forward this article to your email lists. Crosspost on your blog site,
internet forums. etc.

Rod Driver is a part-time academic who is particularly interested in de-bunking modern-day
US and British propaganda, and explaining war, terrorism, economics and poverty, without
the nonsense in the mainstream media. This article was first posted at

medium.com/elephantsintheroom

Notes

1) War On Want, ‘Sweatshops in Bangladesh’, at https://waronwant.org/sweatshops-bangladesh

2) Thomas J. Ryan, ‘Reebok accused of sweatshop violations in El Salvador’, SGBmedia, 17 Feb 2010,
at https://sgbonline.com/reebok-accused-of-sweatshop-violations-in-el-salvador/

3) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2013 Dhaka_garment factory collapse

4) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foxconn_suicides

5) ‘“The FTAA and The Scourge of Sweatshops’, at
www.globalexchange.org/campaigns/ftaa/F TAAWTOSweatshops.html

6) Paul Mason, China’s Migrant Workers, BBC Newsnight,
at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/newsnight/video/default.stm



http://medium.com/elephantsintheroom
https://waronwant.org/sweatshops-bangladesh
https://sgbonline.com/reebok-accused-of-sweatshop-violations-in-el-salvador/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2013_Dhaka_garment_factory_collapse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foxconn_suicides
http://www.globalexchange.org/campaigns/ftaa/FTAAWTOSweatshops.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/newsnight/video/default.stm

www.bbc.co.uk/mediaselector/check/player/nol/newsid_7310000/newsid 73157007?redirect=7315756.st
m&news=1&nbram=1&bbram=1&nbwm=1&bbwm=1

7) Josephine Moulds, ‘Child labour in the fashion supply chain’, Unicef,
at https://labs.theguardian.com/unicef-child-labour/

8) Andrew Morgan, ‘The True Cost: Who pays the real price for your clothes’, 2015,
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=>5-0zHqYGnlo

9) Intan Suwundi, ‘Outsourcing exploitation: global labor-value chains’, openDemocracy, 20 Aug 2019,
at https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/outsourcing-exploitation-global-labor-value-chains/

10) Michael Chossudovsky, The Globalization of Poverty, pp.159-166

11) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweatshop

12) Tim Conner, Annie Delaney, Sarah Rennie, ‘The Ethical Trading Initiative: Negotiated Solutions to
human rights violations in global supply chains?’, Corporate Accountability Research, 2016,
at https://corporateaccountabilityresearch.net/njm-report-xviii-eti

13) Michael Moore, ‘Roger and Me’, 1989 documentary, discussed
at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_%26_Me

14) Natalie Kitroeff, ‘Fashion Nova’'s Secret:Underpaid Workers in Los Angeles Factories’, New York
Times, 16 Dec 2019,

at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/16/business/fashion-nova-underpaid-workers.html?curator=Fashio
nREDEF

Renuka Odedra, ‘I work for half the minimum wage in a British sweatshop’, Vice, 4 Aug 2020,
at https://www.vice.com/en/article/akzadz/i-work-for-half-the-minimum-wage-in-a-british-sweatshop

15) Emiliano Melline, Charles Boutard and Gareth Davies, ‘Deliveroo riders can earn as little as £2 an
hour during shifts, as boss stands to make £500 million’, Bureau of Investigative Journalism, 25 March
2021,

at https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2021-03-25/deliveroo-riders-earning-as-little-as-2-pou

nds

Natalie Kitroeff and Victoria Kim, ‘Behind a $13 shirt, a $6 an hour worker’, LA Times, 31 Aug 2017,
at https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-fi-forever-21-factory-workers/

16) Caroline Davies, ‘Uber ‘willing to change’ as drivers get minimum wage, holiday pay and pensions’,
BBC, 17 March 2021, at https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-56412397

The original source of this article is Global Research
Copyright © Rod Driver, Global Research, 2021

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page

Become a Member of Global Research

| 5


http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaselector/check/player/nol/newsid_7310000/newsid_7315700?redirect=7315756.stm&news=1&nbram=1&bbram=1&nbwm=1&bbwm=1
http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaselector/check/player/nol/newsid_7310000/newsid_7315700?redirect=7315756.stm&news=1&nbram=1&bbram=1&nbwm=1&bbwm=1
https://labs.theguardian.com/unicef-child-labour/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5-0zHqYGnlo
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/outsourcing-exploitation-global-labor-value-chains/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweatshop
https://corporateaccountabilityresearch.net/njm-report-xviii-eti
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_%26_Me
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/16/business/fashion-nova-underpaid-workers.html?curator=FashionREDEF
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/16/business/fashion-nova-underpaid-workers.html?curator=FashionREDEF
https://www.vice.com/en/article/akzadz/i-work-for-half-the-minimum-wage-in-a-british-sweatshop
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2021-03-25/deliveroo-riders-earning-as-little-as-2-pounds
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2021-03-25/deliveroo-riders-earning-as-little-as-2-pounds
https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-fi-forever-21-factory-workers/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-56412397
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/rod-driver
https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG
https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/

Articles by: Rod Driver

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in

print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: lication
www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the

copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.

For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca

| 6


https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/rod-driver
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

