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Luxury Brands and Mafia, A Shared
Problem: Interview Abiti Puliti

Deborah Lucchetti is coordinator for Abiti Puliti, the Italion section of the Clean
Clothes Campaign. This international network is committed to improving working
conditions in global garment industries, and she is helping us understand the
real cost of our clothes in Italy and around the world. We interviewed her
before the coronavirus outbreak.

We talk a lot abourt fast fashion and its question:.He sourcing, Is there rea”_y a difference between |ux|.u}' houses and

fast fashion? Or is chis a fashion prni‘)iem across the board?

Itsa probiem with fashion and how the fashion in::il.:.sr.r}:r is organised. Global suppiy chains (known as Global Value
Chains, or GVCs) are based on various forms of dumping (including social, fiscal and environmental) and are organised
to squeeze costs at the expense of workers, communities and the planet. Commercial agreements between brands and
tier 1 suppliers are designed to shift responsil:)iiil:_'),F away and pass the burden of respect for labour rights to the suppliers
down the chain. The hargainirig power is iarge]_y held ]::_3.F brands and retailers l:inciuciing toda}"s digitai sales p]atforms)
which often use this disparity to impose harsh conditions. GVCs are iong, obscure and f'ragmented, with compresseci
lead times and very low prices, generating an intense use of sub-contractors and sweatshops to meet deadlines and low
COSLS imposed by brands. This is when we enter the grey area of the informal economy when il]egai practices are
frequent, ineluding reduced wages and social security for workers, irregular or non-existent labour conrracts, and rax

evasion.



Do you think the brands whose clothes are made in sweatshups, in LA and ltal_\,'1 orin Bangladesl‘l and China, for

exnmple, would not survive ifthe}' had to produce with real labour rigl‘lts‘.?

The problem is in the purchasing practices exercised by big pla}'ers such as brands and retailers. The}f are at the top of
the GVC and determine costs and labour conditions across the suppl}' chain. Until the prices thE}' pay to buy proclucts
from their suppliers include the scope for respecting fundamental rigl‘ur_s such as a ]iving wage, supp]iers will not be able
[0 guarantee that such rights are in place.

Brands would survive paying fair prices to guarantee labour riglits are respectecl. Ifyou isolate labour costs in the FOB
price strucrure (the money brands pay suppliers), you realise that the labour COMpPONENt ranges from 0.5 1o 3% of the full
sel]ing price, meaning that the effect on the retail price would be almost imperceptible even if this component was
doubled. However, increasing labour costs ﬁrstl}' implies redistriburing the value berween labour and capital, and this
burden should not be transferred to consumers. In the lLL)CLlI‘}’ segment there is a large margin to allow for that. Fast
fashion proflt margins are lower, but their prices are also too low, :ul]owing for patliological h}'per consumerism that
supports an unsustainable business model with a lw.ge environmental impact. Prices paid b}r consumers in the fast
fashion iru:ll.isl:r}r should therefore also be slightl}' increased to restore a balance in consumption (less quantity, more

qua]ity} in combination with a fair rediseribution in the value chain from corporate proﬁrs Lo wages.

If you isolate labour costs in the FOB price structure (the money brands pay
suppliers), you realise that the labour component ranges from 0.5 to 3% of the full
selling price, meaning that the effect on the retail price would be almost imperceptible

even if this component was doubled

Fashion brands are more eco—conscious m(_lzi_y and take a lot of initiatives in this area. But we rarel_y talk abourt

swentshops‘.. W h}-’ is that?

Toda}', i’s easier to talk abour the environment than workers, as environmental issues are trend topics and more likel}r
O scare peop]e, The}' are perceived as more attractive or more challenging or r_llreatening to individual health. Global
:n.lppl;»,r chains have created a separation berween consumers and workers, with the latter confined to the edges of the
world (ph}’sicall}f and symbolica]ly}, far from the eyes of wealthier popular_ions. These consumers don't know what’s
behind the clothes rhe}' bu_y, and have no direct contact with workers and their sad stories. What's more, the prolonged
financial crises gripping Europe and the resulting austerity policies introduced by EU governments have increased the
number of poor worlkers in Europe, ﬁ.ie]ling competition among the most vulnerable Europeans and migrants. Talking
abour sweatsl‘-ops and ]oolcing at the immense inequalities created b}r this unsustainable business model implies Focusing
on the asymmerry ofpower between labour and capital, and the serious situation our democrac}' finds itself in. It’s an

uncomfortable top ic.



Do you think there were real measures taken after the Rana Plaza disaster?

In terms of occupationa] health and saf'er.}r, yes. Substantial improvements were rolled out in the aftermath of the
factory collapse. An Accord was signed and measures have been taken for the millions of workers operating in factories
covered b_y this unique, binding agreement. The Accord on Fire and Building Safet}' in Bangiadesh’s comprehensive,
compulsor}r programme ofinspeetions, remediation, training and eompiaint mechanisms has made factories in
Bangladesh safer for millions of people.

The Accord is successful because of its binding nature, enforeeabilit}g transparency, powerfu] complaint mechanisms,
equal distribution of power berween labour and brands, and the inspectorate’s independence. Take away one of those
elements and it will lose force, especia]i_y in a country like Bangladesl‘u, where civil society is under pressure and
commercial interests wield a lot of power. A Forthcorning ]egai]y—-binding international agreement would need these
elements in order to protect the progress made by the Accord. Withourt this careﬁlil}' designed package, the risk of
baeks]iding is considerable. However, garment workers in Bangiadesh also need ro solve other burning issues. They need
]iving wages instead of poverty wages, as is current]}r the case. Whart's more, freedom of associarion should be guamnteed
to exercise essential rights and collective bargaining power.

Garment workers in Bangladesh had ample reason to take to the streets in December 2018. The new minimum wage,
announced just weeks before, amounted to only half of what unions had coilectivel_y called for, and is far from a living
wage. While minimum wages are set by a committee with participation from government and empioyers, appare]
companies have a crucial role to pla}r b}r demonstrab]y paying prices that allow for higher wages rather than continuing

Ehﬁ race to E]'IE bOl’.tDm t]'lEI.t ]'IEI.S been ]{eeping Pl’iCES 10W in tl'le Bang]adesh garrnent industly.

Freedom of association should be guaranteed to exercise essential rights and

collective bargaining power

Is the Napies sweatshnp case speeific? Or should we expect others in the future?

There will be more and many others have already been discovered. The problem is systemic and until root causes are
addressed, abuse will continue to happen and the shadow economy will continue to flourish, especially when you go

down the suppl}* chain. This can happen in any pl‘oduction COUntry, inciuding Ir_aly.
Do you think what was found in Napies is common in Europe or the United States?

The more you go down the chain, the worse it is for the workers. This can happen ever_w_.rwhere burt espeeia]i}* where the
rnanufaeturing sector still exists, like in Itai}r. Ital}r is a vital connection in Europe hetween Western, Eastern and Sourth-
Eastern countries. With a longstanding tradition in the sector, Italy and Europe represent an ideal country and macro
region to relocate pmductinn (known as reshoring) from Asia. There is becter 1ogisties, better lead times, skilled
workers (especiall}r women) and lower wages (somertimes even lower than in Asia). A busines&f'riendl}' environment,
including wage moderation and favourable customs regimes with free-trade zones, atrracts fbreign investments and

sustains E]'lE current business ITICI-EiEi.



The pmb|em is that che peup|e in Western factories are not |eg:11|_y forced to work. Do you think this is a fashion

industr}' PT{]hIEm OT a state pm-h|em?

Poor WOI.'I{.EI'S are leS}'I.ECl o defend tl'lE status quO IJECEI.L[SE they are desperate an S€C No alternatives. Impunity 15 rife
Elﬂd inspections I'_l'lﬁt uncover SWE:&[S]‘IOPS general]}r l'lit thOSE dil’ECtl}' l'ESPDﬂSi]:‘)]E (factor}r OWHEFS} ]:JU.II dD not poinr t]'lE
flﬂ.g&l" at t]'l-E Wh[llﬁ system ar at t]'lE root causes at E]’lﬂ core Df SLlC]'l EI]DLISE. It's a CDﬂlP]EX g]obal iSSU.-E; concrete solurions
have to 100]{ at t]'l-E root causes. BDILI'I iﬂdustl}’ and gDVEI‘ﬂIIl-EﬂtS are 1{&}’ players in bringing I’EEll change ﬁ]l’ Zlf'FEC[-Ed

people, whether workers or communities.
Do you think governments and international state organisations are reall}r doing an}rthing Lo stop this?

Much more is needed to prevent abuse and reduce the increasing inequalit}f affeeting our society. Governments and the
EU should do more to monitor the correct implementation of labour laws. The_y should also mcdifi\r current po]icies and
]egis]a:ion regarding immigration, which encourage exp]oitation and abuse of the most vulnerable. They should 1ega11}'
impose full transparency in supply chains, allowing for public scrutiny and democratic control. They should make it
eompu]sor}r for companies to implemenr human rig}lts due diligence o idenrify, prevent, mitigate and report on the
potentia] negarive impact their operarions can have on workers, and introduce remedial measures companies must take
[0 guarantee access to ]egal solutions for victims of abuse. Binding rules are needed to limit the power of transnational
companies (TNCs) and restore balance to the immense disparity of'power between TNCs and workers/citizens

currently fostered by the structure of the global production network.

\'(:'hy do you think French or Italian fashion federations are reluctant to comment?

Labels such as Made in Italy7 Made in France, or Made in Europe are used to fuel a rhetoric which does not correspond
to reality. They are concepts used as vectors of excellence and high quality, including social responsibility and
susrainabi]ir}; therefore tl'uey should never be associared wich strucrural abuse, low wages and bad working condirions. It
is preferable to hide or ignore prob]ems b}f treating scandals as exceptions when rhe}r emerge. It is a classic case of the

“had apple" that distracts peep]e from the interest the whole industr}' has in preserving its reputation and its impunity.

The “Made in” rules are very different in every country. Do you think we can change sumething there? Is that part of the

pruh lem?

There is a risk the “Made in” issue will be used ro defend the starus quo instead of promoting real change towards a more
sustainable business model. The problem is not where a product is labelled to protect its national identity. After all,
given the current GVC structure, this no 10nger even exists. The Problem is how garments are produced, wherever the_'}r
are pmduced. Are r.hey made with respect for human and labour rights? We need a new discourse around “Made in”
rules which combine the qualit}r ofproducl:s rooted in a particu]ar terricory with high social standards. What we need

are binding rules to guarantee Made with dignit}r, globall}t

Luxury clothes are are often made in many case following the same logic, by
squeezing the most vulnerable, using the same supply chains and benefiting from the

normative vacuum



Why have thingﬁ not changed since Roberto Saviano pub|i5hed Gomora?

This system is high]y compromised_ Cheap clothes can onl_y exist at the expense of the planet, worlkers and furure
generations. Luxury clothes are are made in many case fa]lowing the same ]ogic, b}' squeezing the most vulnerable, using
the same suppl}r chains and ]::eneﬁr_ing from the normative vacuum which allow TNCs to outsource production o
cheaper places where freedom of association is great]y hampered and workers compete for 10wdpaying jobs without any
protection. A radical shift is needed, with workers, their communiries and the planer_ at the heart of any chang&. This
shift is urgentl}' needed to rethink the way we pmduce and consume. Systemic greed and capita] accumulation at the
expense ofgg% of the popu]ation is no longer acceptable. The fashion industry is based on a business model which is

blind to people’s rights and communities’ interests.
What can consumers do about this? Do you think the_y are also resp:msiHe?

Consumers can do something but not enough. Consumers are b}' nature ﬂ'agmented, fluid and individualistic. The_y are
not a class with its own consciousness, as capita]ists are mday_ The_y could change the market in a heartbeat ifonly the}'
could act with a single voice. Raising awareness among consumers remains a crucial task for those strugg]ing for a better
world, and consumerism is an essential part of the problem. But consumerism is fuelled by the industry, and fast fashion
perfectly S}'mbolises this strategy, as CONSUMmerism is necessary to sustain overproduction and anaestherise our minds. I
agree with those who think that conscious consumerism is a lie and that there are other ways to reall}' protect people
and the planet. If scructural incentives for unsustainable business models are not stopped, the idea that everyone can
vote with their wallets and that things can really change through a series of small, ethical purchasing decisions is
nothing burt an illusion. No meaningf-ul transformartion will hnppen until the big pla}rers in the marker — the
corporations — radica]]y evolve. Sustainable consumption choices are necessary but the_y are no substitute for systemic

C]'lElI‘lgf!.



