The Garment Workers Justice Campaign – Asian Immigrant Women Advocates vs. Jessica McClintock, Inc.
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Problem

In May of 1992, a Jessica McClintock Inc. garment contractor Lucky Sewing Co. filed for bankruptcy, leaving the company’s twelve seamstresses with $15,000 of bad checks.  All recent Chinese immigrants, the women sought consultation and help of the Asian Immigrant Women Advocates (AIWA) (Kono, 2000).  Further investigation revealed that Lucky owed creditors over $350,000, and the seamstresses were first in line for compensation (Delgado, 1996).
These seamstresses worked 10-12 hours per day and 6-7 days a week with no benefits.  Not only are the workers paid for overtime, but also they are rarely paid the minimum wage which during the time, amounted to $4.25 per hour.  Both of these are violations of the law stating that all workers must be paid at least the minimum wage and for overtime.  Instead, seamstresses are paid by piece (collar, sleeve, etc.), without regard to how long or how hard they have worked (Delgado, 1996).

The actual workplace is no better for garment workers.  The buildings in which they work in are poorly lit and inadequately ventilated.  Workers cannot talk during work, they cannot stand, nor can they use the restroom except during lunch (Zia, 1996).  The seamstresses’ dilemma poses an environmental justice concern because of the disproportionate environmental health hazards placed on immigrant Chinese women.
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Background
Looking at the overall pattern of Asian immigration, one can see that the first immigrants were educated and held professional skills.  Changes in Asian immigration laws have changed the kinds of immigrants to the US, composing mostly of working-class or those of poor backgrounds.  Moreover, NAFTA and GATT trade agreements have helped promote globalization of several economies, decreasing the number of protections for workers.  More specifically, cheap labor is on the rise, and the ones that are targeted are usually Asian immigrant women (Shah, 1997).

Historically, cheap labor has been notorious in the garment industry.  In San Francisco, the garment industry is the largest manufacturing sector, and the second largest industry next to tourism.  About 90% of garment workers are women, and 80% of the women are Chinese-speaking.  Less than 8% are unionized (Shah, 1997).


In the garment industry, clothing manufacturers, such as Guess?, Ralph Lauren, Gap, and Jessica McClintock hire contractors to make the actual garments.  Competition among contractors is fierce, so that in order to stay in business, contractors must offer the lowest bids for the manufacturers to hire them.  As a result, contractors look for cheap labor and offer few, if any, benefits for their workers.  Many of these workers are recent women immigrants looking for any sort of pay to get established in the country (Anner, 1996).  

Garment workers have had a difficult time seeking accountability from the manufacturers in the past.  Under California law, manufacturers are not responsible for what goes on the in a contractor’s shop.  Consequently, manufacturers can dodge accountability by shifting the burden onto the contractors.  Because Lucky Sewing closed down, AIWA could target Jessica McClintock to account for poor working conditions and cheap labor (Anner, 1996).
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Key Actors

Asian Immigrant Women Advocates:  In 1983, the Asian Immigrant Women Advocates (AIWA) was established as a nonprofit community-based organization to improve the lives of low-income female Asian immigrants that have limited English skills.  Many of these immigrants work in the hotel, homecare, electronics, and garment industries.  AIWA also seeks to empower low-income immigrant women, teaching them how to read English and about their rights in the workplace.  The Garment Workers Justice Campaign helped AIWA strengthen itself as a community organization (Delgado, 1996).
Jessica McClintock, Inc.:  Based out of California, Jessica McClintock is one of the most successful clothing designers in the United States.  Her upscale designer boutique has become a brand name of fashion, selling prom dresses, evening wear, wedding dresses, and other “romantic” gowns (Louie, 1992).  The company also sells fragrances and perfumes.  Each year, the company earns an estimated $145 million in profit (Chin, 1992).

Lucky Sewing Co.:  Lucky Sewing Co. is a contractor hired by Jessica McClintock to produce the actual garments.  In 1992, Lucky Sewing Co. declared bankruptcy.  No longer in business, it left 12 seamstresses with $15,000 of bad checks.  Further research from AIWA revealed that Jessica McClintock Inc. had exclusively contracted Lucky Sewing for years (Delgado, 1996).

U.S. Department of Labor (DOL):  The DOL had published a list of companies who practiced and upheld “worker friendly” environments, one of those companies being Jessica McClintock, Inc.  With AIWA launching the Garment Workers Justice Campaign, Jessica McClintock was in danger of being removed from the list.  AIWA contacted the DOL, informing them of the realities of Jessica McClintock’s practice, so the DOL, under Secretary of Labor Robert Reich, had to help mediate negotiations between AIWA and Jessica McClintock, Inc.  When Jessica McClintock consented to AIWA’s demands, the DOL produced a list of agreements for Jessica McClintock, Inc. to uphold for future workers (Sreenivasan, 1995).
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Map taken from Tiger Mapping Service, 1998.

In California, San Francisco County is one of the most ethnically and economically diverse areas in the country.  According to the 1990 US Census, up to 724,000 people live in San Francisco County.  Minorities make up approximately 46% of the total population, while Asian/Pacific Islanders consist of 29% of the total population, distributed throughout the entire Bay Area.  Within the API population, the Chinese are the largest ethnic group with 62% of all ethnic groups.  Of the 211,000 Asian Americans living in San Francisco County, there are 109,524 Asian American Women, composing 51.9% of all Asian Americans in the county.

Data taken from US Census Bureau, 1990
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Strategies

When the 12 seamstresses approached AIWA for consultation and help, AIWA had several considerations before launching their Garment Workers Justice Campaign.  Many garment workers were afraid to seek help for fear of consequences and safety. AIWA brought the seamstresses to a Jessica McClintock store, where they saw dresses stitched by their own hands sold for $175, while they were paid for merely $5.  (Chin)  The visit convinced the women to take action and have the courage to fight for justice.  In the early stages of the campaign, AIWA wanted to avoid confrontation with Jessica McClintock because she herself had a good reputation for being a progressive woman and an active supporter of anti-AIDS work in San Francisco.  AIWA wrote a letter to request that Jessica McClintock reimburse the workers the $15,000, encouraging her to uphold her social responsibility (Delgado, 1996).

When Jessica McClintock denied responsibility for the seamstresses’ situation, AIWA quickly moved into action with the following strategies:

Increasing Local Activities:  With the use of all the connections they could find, AIWA encouraged people to participate in non-threatening activities.  People were motivated to send letters and postcards to Jessica McClintock to show their concern about the working conditions of her garment workers.  At the same time, AIWA organized picket lines in front of the Jessica McClintock store in San Francisco.  During the second picket line, AIWA announced a national boycott against Jessica McClintock products (Delgado, 1996).

Using Media to Appeal to the Middle-class:  For a successful nationwide boycott, AIWA had to gain the support of the middle class who constitutes much of Jessica McClintock’s buyers.  Most importantly, AIWA needed good media coverage in order to reach the masses.  With this in mind, AIWA began an advertisement campaign.  For example, the New York Times ran an advertisement with the heading “Let Them Eat Lace”, likening Jessica McClintock to a heartless Marie Antoinette.  The advertisements were effective by creating sharp contrasts with high fashion next to exhausted and malnourished women next to each other.  The advertisements also created sympathy by putting human faces on the seamstresses.  People were able to connect better with the workers’ plight (Delgado, 1996).
The Center for Investigative Reporting also did an account on the seamstresses’ story.  The CIR article appeared in a LA Times Weekly issue.  Overall, AIWA was fortunate to have frequent, positive coverage about the Garment Workers Justice Campaign (Delgado, 1996).
Coalition Building:  AIWA also established relationships and support from several organizations that ranged from religious institutions, labor, lesbian and community organizations.  Gaining support from these organizations allowed them access into those networks, which helped outreach and awareness to several different communities (Delgado, 1996).

Community Support:  One of the most important components of the Garment Workers Justice Campaign was maintaining support in the Asian community.  AIWA stayed connected with the community by publishing updates and activities in all the local newspapers, uncovering the sweatshop conditions in which the women in their own communities are suffering (Delgado, 1996).
Campus Connections:  Another outreach strategy was to gain support and alliance with college students from all over the country.  Starting with Universit of California, Berkeley, the closest campus in proximity to the campaign, students helped mobilize several other campuses.  AIWA was able to outreach to at least 30 campuses over the summer of 1993.  In conjunction with AIWA, students coordinated a national day of action against Jessica McClintock (Delgado, 1996).
To see the email that was distributed to various colleges, please visit the following link: http://csf.colorado.edu/femisa/1995/msg00088.html. 
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Solutions & Outcomes

After three years of hard campaigning, in March of 1996, Asian Immigrant Women Advocates signed an historic agreement, mediated by the Secretary of Labor Robert Reich, with Jessica McClintock, Inc. to endorse worker protection.  Below is the list of agreements by which Jessica McClintock must abide:

· Donating money to establish a garment workers 

· Education fund for the former Lucky garment workers;

· Sponsoring scholarships for students and garment workers; 

· Providing garment workers with bilingual state and federal publications to better educate them on fair labor standards; 

· Providing two toll-free numbers in English and Cantonese to make compliance with wage and hour laws easier and more accessible for JMI contractors;

· Employees, monitored for effectiveness by the Department of Labor; 

· Exploring with other groups alternative methods for worker wage protections and the viability of an independent industry-monitoring program.

(http://www.dol.gov/dol/opa/public/media/press/eta/eta96108.htm)


Not only did the Garment Workers Justice Campaign improve the living and working conditions for Asian immigrant women and empower hundreds of young Asian Pacific American women across the country, but the Campaign also set a vital precedent for labor organizing across the board (Shah).  AIWA’s campaign spurred numerous local investigations of the Bay Area sweatshops.
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Asian Immigrant Women Advocates

310 Eight Street #301 (near Harrison)


Oakland, CA 94607

Voice: (510) 268-0192

Fax: (510) 268-0194

aiwa@igc.apc.org
Department of Labor

www.dol.gov
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