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Abstract

Corporations operating in labour-intensive industries like garment and athletic footwear often use spatial strategies to break away from locations of high social conflict: whenever workers gain collective power and wages start to increase, brands and manufacturers seek to safeguard their profit rates by moving into new regions where ‘green’ work forces can be found with no experience in organising. The search for fresh sites of production provides an ‘external solution’, for an emerging crisis of profitability and/or labour control at existing sites. This strategy also created a crisis of legitimacy for global brands as stories detailed a range of labour rights abuses, poor conditions, and abusive management at the new sites of production. Under pressure of the global anti-sweatshop movement a number of leading brands propose an alternative strategy: one that is based on improving productivity at existing sites. Several scholars suggest that CSR concerns has already triggered a transformation in the way sourcing companies organise the production of its merchandise in order to achieve better compliance with its workplace standards. In this paper I critically discuss whether a ‘technical fix’, by using lean production methods, could improve working conditions by increasing the efficiency of production lines without increasing the pace, hours or physical exertion expected of workers. 

Introduction

The ILO typifies the footwear industry as a ‘one-world employer’ in which the ‘geographical distribution of world employment is affected by the rapid changes in production and trade (2000: 3). Conception, production and realisation of (athletic) shoes takes places at the level of the world market. The organisation of production in footwear industries is ‘worldwide and connected through various arrangements and strategic decisions to serve the world market’ (ibid.). The companies that dominate this industry have formed, so-called ‘global flagship networks’ using their own brands as flags and controlling a global fleet of suppliers (Ernst, 2003: 3). The production of their branded merchandise is, for an important part, externalised to independent parties transforming production into market transactions. For example, virtually all of Nike’s footwear is produced by third parties located in China, Vietnam, Indonesia and Thailand. The other brands, though much smaller, follow similar sourcing patterns. 

Branding represents the main barrier for potential new companies. Competition revolves around the successful establishment of a particular market niche under a new name. While sportswear products are (relatively) simple to make, without widespread recognition there will be little demand from consumers, which in turn makes it difficult to conquer shelf space at the point of retail. Brand-named companies have organised their businesses around the creation of ‘commodity spectacles’, while cutting themselves free from actual production. The more routine tasks of production are now being performed by manufacturers operating in low-wage countries. The functional split between brand-named companies and manufacturers cause each one of them to concentrate on a different aspect of the production/distribution process. Brands focus on the logistics of global sourcing, take part in the production process through conceptualisation of the shoe, and seek to realise surplus values through the selling and marketing of athletic shoes. By contrast, manufacturers have no or little access to final consumer markets. They organise the labour-intensive moments of production and deal with the management and supervision of (mass) labour processes. These different departure points in turn influence corporate strategic priorities, their attitudes to labour relations, the nature of their relations with other firms etc. (Henderson et al., 2002: 453). 

For brands, this inter-organisational division of labour has made it possible to combine ‘inflexible means of production with flexible and dynamic forms of company organisation’ (Donaghu and Barff 1990: 538; Korzeniewicz, 1994; Goldman and Papson, 1998). The flexible forms derive from the relations brands have built up with production networks in low-wage countries. The abstract formality of exchange relations not only separate the two economic units, it also makes it possible for the sourcing company to ignore the particular productive and reproductive requirements of labour power and the overall conditions in which the labour process takes place. If allegations regarding poor working conditions or environmental malfeasance arise, the sourcing company can simply claim that it is not legally responsible for them. In other words, outsourcing offers a particular share of capital an opportunity to break out of the highly-unionised established industrial areas with strict institutionalised labour processes (Peck, 1990: 34).

The inflexible means are associated with the assembly of athletic footwear production, which remains a very labour-intensive process. The ratio between the number of workers employed by branded corporations and workers employed by (various) subcontractors is estimated at an average of 1 to 20.
 Since most workers are employed by subcontractors located in low-wage countries, the number of workers employed by brand-name corporations is relatively small. Most of the larger branded companies employ a few thousand employees. Market leader Nike directly employs about 20,000 employees, while nearly 800,000 workers are indirectly involved in the production of its merchandise. This also implies that it is the contractor that needs to design strategies to recruit, train, supervise, discipline, provide accommodations, and exploit workers. They constantly face a multitude of questions associated with finding the right quantity and quality of (un)skilled labour power; how to ensure that hired workers fulfill their assigned jobs satisfactorily within the context of the workplace (i.e., as productive and compliant as possible); and ensuring the successful reproduction of labour power, which is immediately linked to broader social and institutional questions associated with education, child rearing and health. It is the contractor that is forced to deal with labor resistance to its control over large labor forces, making it possible for global sourcing companies to access the enormous labor reserves in countries like China, India or Indonesia, without entering into formal (contractual) relations with these workers. 
By externalising the labour-intensive aspects of production, sourcing companies no longer have to take responsibility for the majority of workers involved in the process. In this context, workers are increasingly treated as a ‘subcontracted component’ rather than a fixture as part of employer organisations. It has offered a particular category of companies – brands and retailers – an opportunity to break out of the highly unionised and established industrial areas with strict institutionalised labour processes. As a result, corporations can pit workers in different localities and different geographical jurisdictions against one another. By contrast, labour is much more locked into a particular place. This offers corporations the option of picking and choosing a favourable location, often referred to as ‘regime shopping’ or the ‘race to the bottom’. 
Since the late 1980s, substandard working conditions in the athletic footwear industry have been widely documented in academic, journalistic, trade union and NGO publications. Most of these reports show violations of the ILO core conventions. This includes violations of Convention no. 29 (forced and compulsory labour), Convention no. 98 (the right to organise and bargain collectively), Convention no. 100 (equal remuneration), Convention no. 105 (forced labour), Convention no. 111 (discrimination), and Convention no. 138 (minimum age of employment). Other frequently observed substandard working conditions include: extremely long working weeks (often over 70 hours), poverty-level wages (often lower than national laws allow), verbal and physical abuse by management, authoritarian style of management, dangerous working conditions, lack of environmental standards, short-term contracts, or no contracts at all.
In this paper I will investigate production at the source that feeds the athletic shoe product chains. I will look at aspects that concern the spatial fragmentation of production in athletic footwear. Covering a period of four decades, I will first argue that spatial restructuring set in motion a strategy based on absolute surplus extraction, i.e. by lengthening the workday and intensifying labour processes. Over time, however, this strategy created a crisis of legitimacy for global brands. The final section critically discusses how under pressure of the global anti-sweatshop movement a number of leading brands propose an alternative strategy: one that is based on improving productivity, or relative surplus value, at existing sites. 

1. Production process

The athletic footwear production process takes 15-18 months from concept to shelf and can be divided into two main stages. The first stage is product development, which takes about 12 months prior to mass-production in the factory. The shoe is conceptualised and designed (about two months) and subsequently tested for performance and durability. After adjustments are made and moulds are retooled, then demand planning and forecasting takes place (Morgan Stanley, 7 September 2001: 23-4). 

The second, labour-intensive phase involves the actual manufacturing of the shoe. It involves cutting of material, stitching, lasting, finishing, final inspection, and packaging (Cheng, 1996: 113-116).
 These operations are further fragmented in up to 200 separate steps, which are measured in standard time in minutes (STM). As a result, one pair of sports shoes is usually ‘touched by more than 120 pairs of hands during production (Goldman and Papson, 1998: 6). Most of these operations are performed manually and require little skill.
 A large part involves the assembly by sewing and gluing of the various components individually and in sequence (Lowder, 1999: 51). Further automation or robotisation is difficult to achieve due to the: (i) complexity of the shoe lasts; (ii) flexibility of materials (leather, rubber, canvas, nylon); (iii) many preparations and sub-processes in the production process, and (iv) rapid turnover of models and changing fashion (Schmél, 2002). To give an indication: in 1990 when South Korea was still the world’s leading exporter of athletic footwear, only five percent of the process had been automated (Lim, 1994: 576). Most experts predict therefore that the footwear industry will remain labour-intensive in the predictable future (ILO, 2000: 37; Schmél, 2002).
The production specifics of footwear might have discouraged automation and technological innovation, the availability of lowly priced labour power also slowed down, or even reversed, technological developments. To give two examples: While it is possible to lower material costs by equipping sewing machines with digital cameras that help stitch closer to seams, or to reduce waste by the use of computer programmes that inform workers where to cut patterns from rolls of leather to reduce waste, instead most companies prefer to relocate operations when production costs increase. Footwear specialist Ferenc Schmél (2002) points out the dilemma equipment manufacturers’ face in supplying machinery to Asian footwear manufacturers. While technology is available to further integrate operations, application of CAD/CAM/CIM,
 and robotics, the relocation of footwear manufacturing capacity towards developing countries with abundant cheap but unskilled labour requires simple machines that can be handled without much education. Schmél observes:

In fact a great deal of ….shoe machine manufacturers in Southeast Asia supply mechanisms performing only certain parts of operations made by one in European countries already in 1960s and 1970s. These simplified machines are cheap (important when capacities are moving again to other countries), need no or very limited skills (important for quick start of new capacities with workers just recruited), easily maintained. However, […the spread] of electronic gadgets and reliability of computerized equipment offer opportunities for setting up and operating fairly sophisticated plants even in conditions where industry has no tradition (Schmél, 2002: 12).

In other words, new technology would permit considerable cuts in the amount of labour needed, but it does require a skilled labourer (Lowder, 1999: 51). In Marxian theory, increased productivity would represent a shift from absolute to relative surplus value.
 But this would clash with the goal of eliminating reproduction costs. The logic of ‘primitive Taylorism, as Alain Lipietz calls it, seeks ‘to extort as much surplus-value as possible, and no attempt is made to reproduce the labour force on any regular basis’ (1987: 74-8). Athletic footwear is an example of how ‘a sectoral norm of absolute surplus value may slow down technical development’ (Gough 2003: 54). Introducing this technology would be more expensive than the labour power it replaces (Harvey, 1999: 185). Uncertainty about future orders, given the outsourcing system, also makes manufacturers reluctant to invest heavily in new production technology. As a result productivity gains are generally small. In an encompassing study on the textile, clothing and footwear industries, the ILO concludes that while global employment in (all) footwear production rose 400 per cent in the period 1980–2000, output however rose 500 per cent (2000: 16). This suggests that productivity grew very little or even dropped if one takes into account price increases (ibid.). In part four I discuss of this practice of absolute surplus value extraction might be in a process of being replaced by strategy of relative surplus value.] 

Low-cost labour

As a labour-intensive industry, wages obviously represent an important production cost. Large unemployment and abject poverty makes it easy to find a labour force that, as Alain Lipietz puts it, ‘can be Taylorized’ (1987: 75). However, the spatial re-structuring of production is not just a case of the availability of low-cost labour; other factors also play a role (Lowder 1999). The cost of labour always remains part of a more complex equation that encompasses transport costs, union militancy, quality standards, government regulations (taxes, trade, banking and monetary policies, etc.), legal regulations, fashion cycles, political stability, proximity to raw material markets and so on. Export processing zones, for example, are designed to reduce these kinds of macro costs and to speed up the integration of low-cost labour forces into global circuits of capital. For example, Vietnam’s first export processing zone – Than Thuan – is described by footwear Business International (1999: 22), an industry magazine, as follows: 

The zone provides a way for foreign business to enter the Vietnamese market without running the risks often associated with investing in a young and rapidly developing economy. The frustration of dealing with the uncertainties, bureaucracy and red tape present in a transforming economy such a Vietnam’s are minimized.

In other words, the cost saving that follows from lowly priced labour can easily be offset by so-called macro costs related to the particularities of the country where the products are made. While some of these costs, such as tax levels or the infrastructure, are controlled by the country of production, other costs such as quotas, duties, country-of-origin, anti-dumping policies, and trade disputes cannot readily be controlled by an exporting country but can represent a sizeable cost factor. Hence, it is the social environment in which (low-cost) labour is put to work that counts. 

Spatial fix

Brands may dissociate from manufacturing, they will never be entirely free of spatial constraints associated with manufacturing. A brand-named company like Puma can issue statements claiming that they drifted away from their traditionally centralised structure to ‘become the first truly virtual sports company’ (Annual Report, 2000: 23), nevertheless, somewhere, the physical core of their branded merchandise must be produced in real places and ‘real’ factories. In more abstract terms, as Ray Hudson observes, 

the “moment of production” is critical within the circuit of capital and the reproduction of the social relations of capital. Production cannot occur everywhere but must occur somewhere (2005: 118). 

For sourcing companies, modern technologies (containerisation, for example) help commodities reach their retail outlets relatively quickly and at low monetary costs. In contrast, the organisation of production processes – setting up factories, offices, social and physical infrastructures, buying machinery, finding employees, etc. remains a relatively slow and inherently complex process. Thus, while money and commodities circulate, production processes remain bound to specific locations, which, in turn, generate specific roles of national governments. 
To further understand spatial restructuring and relocation patterns in athletic footwear production, we can apply David Harvey’s concept of a spatial fix. This term refers to ‘a particular kind of solution to capitalist crises through temporal deferral and geographical expansion’ (2003: 115). The concept refers to the various ways in which capital restructures space to escape – only temporarily – its internal crisis-tendencies. ‘The central point of this argument’, Harvey writes, ‘concerned a chronic tendency within capitalism, theoretically derived out of a reformulation of Marx’s theory of the tendency for the profit rate to fall, to produce crises of overaccumulation’ (2003: 115-6). However, Harvey uses the term in rather loose way, referring to multiple forms of spatial restructuring, including ‘spatial displacements through opening up new markets, new production capacities, and new resource, social, and labour possibilities elsewhere (2003:109). Applied to labour-intensive industries, the spatial reorganisation of production – the search for fresh sites of production provides an ‘external solution’ for an emerging profitability crisis at existing sites. It assumes that whenever wages start to increase and/or workers gain power, corporations may safeguard their profit rates by relocating into new regions where ‘fresh’ work forces can be found with no experience in organising or trade union policies (Gough, 2003: 175; Silver 2003).
 

The next section will discuss how the past forty years have witnessed two major shifts in the spatial organisation of athletic footwear production. The first one started in the 1960s, when Western corporations started outsourcing production on the basis of wage differentials towards Taiwan and South Korea. During this period most production sites disappeared from high-wage countries. The second shift started at the end of the 1980s, when production moved from Taiwan and South Korea to a second tier of developing countries: China, Indonesia, and Vietnam.
 Figure 1 gives a stylised overview of this – flying geese or seesaw– shaped pattern of de- and reterritorialization in athletic footwear and distinguishes between emerging, dominant and declining sites of production. 
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2. Successive rounds of relocation

Introduction

Nike was the first to source shoes from low-wage countries (at the mid-1960s), which allowed it to amass huge profits and extend its market reach. As a result of lower costs and marketing, Nike dethroned Adidas as the long-time market leader in the early 1980s. Eventually, however, Nike’s cost advantage derived from its sourcing in Asia and its superior marketing strategy forced other companies, still producing in less-advantageous locations, to adapt or go bankrupt. This took quite a while because most of Nike’s competitors tried to impede the devaluation of their historic investments. Eventually, the main sportswear brands copied Nike’s methods. One after another they closed down factories based in Europe, US or Japan and adopted a business model driven by a marketing and outsourcing strategy that is very similar to Nike’s. 

South Korea

Taiwan and South Korea both turned into what Manual Castells has called ‘vassal states’ of the US-led heartland. Both countries were soon launched into the orbit of US constituted post-war world economic order and its security arrangements in which they functioned as bulwarks against communism. Various forms of US support (military, economic, political) prepared the ground for the first-phase of export-led industrialisation, in which footwear soon became an important element. South Korea sought to break in the global circuits of capital on the basis of wages differentials (Lipietz, 1987). 

The port city of Pusan on the southeastern coast emerged as the country’s main centre of footwear production, employing at one point over 150,000 footwear workers. Athletic footwear production started in the early 1970s when Blue Ribbon Sport (BRS), Nike’s forerunner, began sourcing from South Korean suppliers. At first, BRS facilitated the transformation necessary to make these companies meet quality and delivery standards. Soon these factories were ably to supply athletic footwear ranging from inexpensive, mass-market footwear to expensive ‘high-end’ footwear (Donaghu and Barff, 1990: 541). By 1977, as Lim notes, ‘… production patterns reflected such concepts as mass production, economies of scale, and hierarchy’ (1997: 90). Other Western companies like Adidas also started sourcing from South Korea, while the fitness and running craze kept demand for athletic shoes on the Western market high and orders poured in. Reebok, for example, increased its orders from 1 million pairs in 1981 to 52 million pairs in 1988 (Lim, 1994: 171). At the end of the 1980s, footwear exports accounted for 5% of South Korean exports annually and 20% of global shoe production. In athletic footwear, these numbers were even higher. Both Reebok and Nike both sourced about 55 per cent of their production in South Korea, while LA Gear even sourced close to 90 per cent in South Korea. 

Labour discontent

South Korea’s rapid industrialisation came at a great social cost. A generation of workers had to endure extremely poor working condition. Dictatorship and repressive labour laws restricted trade union action and blocked the involvement of industrial unions in labour disputes and collective bargaining at the enterprise level. Unionists who called for strikes risked being arrested on charge of violating regulations. Women workers in textile and footwear factories played an important role in labour struggles during the first phase of export-led industrialisation, often by using desperate means such as suicide and self-immolation (Song, 1999). In the early 1980s more than 2,000 labour leaders were imprisoned. At the factory level, authoritarian, patriarchal and strong-arm management techniques ensured high productivity. 

In 1987, a strong response from society emerged. Large-scale mobilisation against political repression, the military regime, and unfair labour practices brought major industries to a standstill. In this period, known as the ‘Great Labour Struggle’ the number of industry-related disputes exploded from 276 in 1986 to 3749 in 1987. Students and the urban middle class also participated on a massive scale to calls for democratisation. Ho Keun Song (1999) recalls: 

About 1.3 million workers actively joined these disputes which were a watershed in Korean labour history, not only in the number of workers mobilized but also in the impact on industrial relations. The government had to accept workers’ demands unconditionally in face of the breakdown of authoritarianism. As a consequence, repression was relaxed, unfair labour practices largely disappeared, workers’ rights improved, and unions gained some power to negotiate with government and employers. 

In a short period of time, thousands of new unions sprang up throughout the country. Footwear factories were not excluded from the protests and unionisation efforts. Women workers who made up the majority of workers in light industries like footwear, started to reject the traditional notions of feminine duty and set up women activist groups and women workers associations (Enloe, 1998: 105). In the early 1990s, two-thirds of Korean footwear factories were fully unionised; while one-third were partly unionised (Lim, 1994: 183).

The impact of these social struggles was almost immediately reflected in higher wages. When athletic footwear production ‘landed’ in Korea in the early 1970s, labour costs were only US$38 per month. While wages steadily increased, after the 1987 strikes, wages skyrocketed. Over a period of three years, from 1987 to 1990, monthly wages nearly doubled from US$284 to US$551. As well as the increased capacity of trade unions to negotiate wage increases, manufacturers also faced worker shortages. The supply of young girls recruited from the countryside had slowly dried up. Labour costs increasingly started to represent ‘a burden on the industry’ (Lim, 1994: 571). One executive of a large Korean manufacturer concluded: ‘We have to get out of this sunset industry successfully and as soon as possible’ (cited in Austin et al., 1988: 15). 

The increased cost of production and interrupted production also started to have an impact on profits at the point of consumption. In 1988, Reebok announced that production delays caused by labour unrest would leave earnings in the September quarter ‘only slightly higher’ than the same period in the year before (Wall Street Journal September 1, 1987). CEO Paul Fireman hoped to reassure stockholders by stating that the other athletic shoe brands were ‘under the same duress’. He quickly added that Reebok would soon reduce its reliance on Korean manufacturers from 75 per cent to 50 per cent. Reebok’s 1989 Annual Report states that sourcing in multiple countries ‘makes us more flexible as national pricing structures and supply conditions change’ (cited in Rosenzweig, 1994: 9). South Korean contractors were told that orders would only continue if productivity rose (ibid.). With a great deal of uncertainty about future orders, few manufacturers decided even to try. Here we have an example of how spatial restructuring offers an ‘escape from zones of high social conflict’ (De Angelis, 2007: 106). 

Pressure on South Korean footwear manufacturers thus came from two sides. On a national level, they were confronted with labour shortages, growing wages and stronger unions. On an international level, they saw branded companies create alternative sources of supply in emerging low-wage areas like China, Indonesia and Thailand. Some industrialists, who set out to save Pusan’s footwear industry, suggested a reunification with North Korea as a possible spatial fix: 

The combination of the technology and capital of the South with the cheaper labour of the North could generate new opportunities for firms to restructure within Korea, thereby retaining their control over the structure of production. The geographical proximity of the North, and the absence of language barriers, could be an enormous advantage for both sides, even before reunification (Lim, 1995: 195-6, italics added).  

North Korea certainly contains features that are attractive to both sourcing companies and manufacturers, such as an extremely poor, low-wage and ‘disciplined’ labour force operating under authoritarian conditions that restricts human rights (which include key labour rights, like freedom of association and collective bargaining). However, the political uncertainties surrounding this country would constantly imperil exports to the centres of consumption and make the realisation of such a fix difficult if not impossible. These macro costs of production had the effect that left few buyers taking the risk of placing orders. This potential fix for South Korean manufacturers did not materialise. 

Taiwan

At the other important production site, Taiwan, similar developments took place at the end of the 1980s. During the 1980s, footwear represented the third largest export industry in Taiwan. The footwear companies in Taiwan’s Greater Taichung Area, known as the “shoe nest”, exported about 500 million pairs of shoes a year. On a firm-level, Taiwanese corporations practised a ‘quasi-military and patriarchal management pattern’ to suppress trade unions (Chen, 2003; So and Chiu, 1995; Chen and Wong 2002). Although Taiwanese sports shoes only represented 27.5 per cent of total footwear exports, all key branded corporations sourced from manufacturers located on the island. Nike, for example, sourced about 15-20 percent of its merchandise in Taiwan. 

From the mid-1980s onwards, the cost of production rapidly increased. Although worker struggles here never resulted in massive strikes or nation-wide political protests compared to South Korea, labour shortages and wage raises resulted into a profit squeeze. Under pressure from the United States government and the AFL-CIO, a number of labour reforms –the Labour Standard Law – had been introduced as part of a package that aimed to reduce Taiwan’s trade surplus. Martial law was lifted in 1986. Independent trade unions and opposition political parties were eventually permitted. 

Footwear manufacturers from Taiwan found their ‘spatial fix’ in Mainland China. Unlike North Korea, legal barriers on foreign investment were gradually lifted in China during the 1980s. Soon, but particularly after 1987, footwear became the forerunner of Taiwan’s international investment in the 1990s (Hsu and Cheng, 2002). Compared to their Korean competitors, Taiwanese manufacturers were much better equipped to move into Mainland China. They had fewer linguistic, ethnic and cultural barriers to overcome. Also family ties and political connections (what the Chinese call ‘guanxi’) favoured Taiwanese companies. In 1988, more than 2,000 production lines moved from Taiwan to China (FBI, 2000). In the early 1990s, there were few manufacturers left to relocate, although many of the smaller companies, who could not afford to relocate, went bankrupt. Buyers simulated relocation by guaranteeing orders at the new factories. One Nike manager is quoted: ‘We’re in a position to give you ‘x’ amount of orders’ to take the uncertainty out of this move. They go to the country. They bring the management. That formula has worked really well’ (Far Eastern Economic Review. 5 November 1992). Manufacturers that expressed doubts about relocating were threatened with fewer future orders (ibid.). Within a few years, China would dominate athletic footwear production, even though an estimated 85 per cent of it is actually controlled by Taiwanese capital (Brooks and Madden, 1995).
 One athletic footwear manager underscores the benefits of relocation from Taiwan to China: ‘Of course, workers are more productive here than in Taiwan. You have to compare China with the Taiwan of 30 years ago’ (cited in: DCSS, February 1, 1997). [Which makes you wonder; have Taiwanese workers become less productive or learned to resist management?]
Indonesia and Vietnam

South Korean manufacturers relocated factories mostly towards Indonesia. Prior to 1986, the Indonesian footwear industry was orientated towards its large domestic market. Only 1.9 per cent of domestic production was exported (Lowder, 1999). New entrants to its market were actively banned. In the mid-1980s, the Suharto regime changed its policy. Foreign investors were attracted through the creation of special economic zones and with favourable tax regime. By attracting labour intensive industries, the Indonesian government wanted to emulate the industrialisation programmes of the Asian Tigers. In particular, South Korean capital moved sportswear production to the town of Tangerang, near Jakarta. In this area, about 20 large sport shoe manufacturers producing for western brands were set up. Indonesian footwear production rocketed. In 1989, Indonesia produced 35.7 million pairs of shoes. In 1994, this had increased to 176.6 million pairs (FBI, 1999). By 1996, 38 per cent of Nike’s shoe merchandise came from China and Indonesia. Meanwhile, the share of South Korea and Taiwan had shrunk to 7 per cent (Goldman and Papson, 1998: 7). 

In Vietnam, a similar programme to attract foreign investment started with the Doi Moi reforms in 1986. Laws were adjusted to attract foreign investment. In the beginning, little changed. In the early 1990s, footwear production was still based on small artisan workshops, except for a few larger state-owned plants. The export of textile shoes and sandals was mainly limited to Eastern Europe countries. This changed when the US finally lifted its ban on Vietnamese products. Nike started sourcing in Vietnam in 1995. Although Phil Knight promoted this shift by saying that he would like to see shoes ‘instead of body bags’ arriving from Vietnam (cited in Katz, 1994: 186-7), it is more likely that Nike was attracted by Vietnam’s low wages (about US$45 per month) which are even lower than in China or Indonesia. Furthermore, at least on paper, the authoritarian, one-party state offers a relatively stable industrial environment for capital accumulation. In a time span of only a few years, Vietnam became the world’s fourth largest footwear exporter. In 1996, only 2 per cent of Nike merchandise arrived from Vietnam, in 1998 this had gone up to 11 percent. Nike’s merchandise constituted 5 per cent of Vietnam’s total export. Reebok, Adidas, Umbro, and Puma followed in Nike’s tracks and started to source large parts of their production. Figure 2 shows how quickly Korea’s footwear industry passed its zenith of maximum output in 1989, followed by a rapid decline of footwear production. It also shows how quickly Indonesia and Vietnam were inserted into athletic footwear production. 




3. A social legitimacy crisis 

Nike products have become synonymous with slave wages, forced overtime, and arbitrary abuse

Phil Knight, ex CEO Nike

Introduction

At the end of the 1980s, when workers and communities in South Korea and Taiwan succeeded in imposing limits to extreme forms of exploitation, demanded higher wages and shorter working days, orchestrated by global buyers production processes were relocated to Indonesia, China and Vietnam where, as Massimo De Angelis puts it, ‘…the imported composition mixes with local cultural and socio-economic content, the community composition is relatively new; the coupling between production and reproduction work and the corresponding struggle still need to go through the lengthy work of organisation’ (2007: 128). What is produced in the export processing zones is not only industrial commodities but also class relations, i.e., a proletariat in possession of its own traditions, expectations, demands, hopes and desires, whose existence becomes dependent upon selling their labour power for a wage. In this section, I will discuss how from the 1990s onwards, these local struggles started to receive an extra-local dimension when a heterogeneous extra-local movement comprised of labour-rights advocates, anti-sweatshop activists, critical consumer organisations, women organisations, students etc. started to challenge global brands. 
A local crisis of legitimacy

The manufacturers from South Korea and Taiwan did not only export their knowledge on how to put together athletic shoes, but also their despotic methods of labour control. Their authoritarian management style confronted industrially inexperienced rural workers, while high productivity rates are the result of long hours and forced overtime, through, for example, its use of a piece-rate quota system in which quotas are set very high and are difficult to meet. Furthermore, manufacturers enforce a strategy of strict discipline and punishment in a military-style factory regime. The young, mostly female workers faced a management regime characterised by ‘terror and browbeating’, as Donald Katz describes it in an otherwise friendly biography on Nike (1994: 172). 

In Indonesia, athletic footwear production facilities arrived there at the end of the 1980s and almost immediately, reports of substandard working conditions began to emerge (Ballinger and Olsson, 1997). For example, in 1989, a research report by the Asian American Free Labor Institute-Indonesia showed that workers were paid less than 14 cents per hour and that Nike suppliers were one of the worst violators. The survey also discovered that 56 per cent were paid less than the Indonesian minimum wage. Furthermore, manufacturers working for Nike avoided paying the minimum wage by keeping their workers at training-level positions for months or even years. 

Meanwhile, the government pursued a harsh policy against labour unrest and growing trade union activity (Silvey 2003: 136). Workers who set up new and independent trade unions or organised strikes were arrested and thrown in jail. The army often intervened in these conflicts. In 1991, when strikes occurred at two Korean factories – Hardaya Aneka and Pratama Abadi – the Indonesian daily Media Indonesia published a three-day report on shoe factories. The second-day headlines read: ‘World Shoe Giants Rape Worker Rights’. The subsequent stories detailed a range of labour rights abuses, poor conditions, and abusive management. The beginning of the controversy surrounding Nike’s sweatshop practices can be traced to labour conflicts and struggles in Indonesia. These stories had an impact beyond the local level when the Western media began to pick up the reports. This resulted in the first wave of publications on the poor working conditions at Nike suppliers. Critical stories about Nike began to appear in the International Herald Tribune, the New York Times, and the Economist. In 1992, the company responded by adopting a code of conduct. Other brand-named companies also received their share of criticism. 

From the early 1990s onwards, studies and reports on poor workplace relations started to emerge also from China and Vietnam. Chan and Xiaoyang (2003) researched conditions at 54 footwear factories across China and found that management practices incorporated rigid hierarchies, were authoritarian and punitive, encouraged control over  the workers, and relied on institutional discipline, including excessive working hours. They also found that management restricted bathroom use and taking water breaks, heavy monetary penalties, and corporal punishment. Several Hong Kong-based NGOs reported similar conditions at their research at athletic footwear factories (AMRC and HKCIC, 1997; HKCIC, 1999; Li 2002). 

In Vietnam, uncivil treatment and psychological pressure, humiliation, corporal punishment and other workers’ rights violations resulted in the first wave of massive protests during the winter of 1997, when workers at 24 factories walked out, 18 of them were factories controlled by foreign investors (Associated Press, June 22, 1997). In 1996, a floor manager in one of Vietnamese largest footwear factories forced 56 women to run a 4-km circuit around the plant as punishment for wearing non-regulation shoes. Twelve workers fainted and were taken to hospital. Another Pou Chen supervisor, also in Vietnam, was given a 6-month jail term when 100 workers were forced to stand in the sun (a practice known as sun-drying) because one worker had spilled a fruit tray on an altar. When one employee walked away after 18 minutes of standing in the heat, he was fired. Nguyen Van Tien, a member of the ministry’s inspection department is quoted as saying: ‘We know that many companies are pilfering the workers’ wages and violating our regulations, but we don’t really have a strong enough task force to deal with all of the violations’ (Vietnam Investment Review, Oct.-Nov. 1997). When this department inspected 70 foreign-invested firms employing 900 workers or more, it turned out that 80 per cent of those inspected violated the labour regulations (ibid.). 

A global crisis of social legitimacy

The relocation of production towards China, Indonesia and Vietnam, while aimed at restoring profits, not only created new working classes and worker resistance but also generated a crisis of social legitimacy for global brands (Silver 2003). A powerful counter-reaction from concerned aspects of society emerged when anti-sweatshop activities started to expose the spatial linkages that branded companies so long sought to conceal. 
Substandard labour conditions and extreme forms of exploitation in the athletic footwear industry became a public issue in the early 1990s when anti-sweatshop groups started to target branded corporations over labour conditions in the factories that produced their wares. Nike, Reebok, Adidas, and occasionally, smaller brand-name corporations like Fila, Puma or Lotto, became the targets of these campaigns, which gained momentum over the course of the decade. The anti-sweatshop movement has succeeded ‘in bringing to the fore an aspect of the polarisation characteristic of capitalist globalisation – on the one hand, the glitter of consumption ideology, and on the other, the brutal reality of production in conditions of extreme exploitation’ (D’Mello, 2003: 27).
The major objective of these transnationally organised campaigns was to improve working conditions and, ‘to bring back to the TNC level some responsibility for workers no matter in whose employment they are or in what part of the world they live’ (Clean Clothes Newsletter, 2000). These campaigns ‘aimed at reestablishing the link, blurred by global outsourcing, between brands and retailers in the North and workers in supplier factories in the South’ (Rodriguez-Garavito, 2005: 204, italics added). These awareness-raising activities and campaigns may turn ‘consumers’ into a ‘resource and an opportunity for pro-worker struggles’ (Castree et al., 2004: 221; Merk 2009). For example, since 1998, every large sporting event (i.e., the Olympic Games, the World Cup and the European Cup in Soccer) have been used by labour advocates to draw attention to poor working conditions in the sportswear industry. As Frank Henke, Adidas’s director of social and environmental affairs, observed: ‘Events like the European Championships and the Olympics have drawn us into the epicentre of criticism.’
To the main brands, these campaigns increasingly started to represent a commercial risk. Nike in particular was confronted with an ongoing stream of publications of sweatshop practices ‘as an endless series of local crises’ (Knight and Greenberg, 2002: 558). The promotional visibility of these brand-named corporations has had a reflexive effect by making these companies vulnerable to the criticism of societal actors. In the words of  Edna Bonacich and Richard Appelbaum: ‘globalisation  enables  manufacturers  to  shift  their  production  sites  to  avoid militant  workers,  but  they  cannot  so  easily  avoid militant consumers’ (2000: 297).
Today, a broad movement has emerged that accommodates a diverse constituency, ranging from worker organisations, labour rights NGOs, women’s organisations, consumer associations, anti-sweatshop activists, students, fair trade organisations and so on, each of which challenges substandard working conditions and corporate power from different geographical locations and political perspectives, which tentatively come together as a unified social force. This of course does not mean that global buyers can no longer run away from a particular locality when confronted with worker resistance, but it has somewhat constrained their freedom to run away from the place-based consequences of their decisions (compare Bauman, 1998: 9). 
4. Towards a technical fix…? [Some preliminary notes…]
Developing a new way of making shoes is a very high priority at Reebok. We can’t keep chasing wages around the globe forever like we do. There has to be a better way 

Paul Fireman, ex CEO Reebok
 

Introduction

So far I discussed how spatial restructuring provides global sourcing companies with an escape opportunity when local labour forces gain strength and demand a ‘normal’ 8-hour work day, better wages, and save workplaces where ‘consent’ instead of ‘coercion’ prevails (Burawoy 1985). However, the combination of worker resistance at the spaces of production and public outrage at the space of consumption has created a situation in which brand-named corporations can no longer distance themselves from workplace relations. This (extra-local) social barrier may confine corporate strategies based on generating absolute surplus value through spatial restructuring.
 This form of grassroots globalisation creates possibilities for contesting (spatially stretched) workplace relations and has turned the athletic footwear industry, into a site (or actually sites) of regulatory action. Reflecting upon business practices in sporting goods industry, Nike’s latest CSR report argues;  
Over the past 40 years, the apparel, footwear and equipment industries have remained fairly low tech, leveraging low-skilled labour in emerging markets. Increasingly, this model is being challenged to its core… (2007: 22). 

The report continues;

We believe the predominant industry model of the past viewed workers as a commodity that were readily replaceable given the labour markets in emerging countries. Today, that view is going through a fundamental shift in Nike’s supply chain and business model (ibid.).   

These quotes validates our earlier observation that the availability of lowly priced labour power long discouraged, or even reversed, technical innovation in footwear production. Today, Nike argues that it has shifted towards a business model based on ‘responsible competitiveness´, which would help to enable both ‘a win-win for workers’ rights and for growth and profitability across our supply chain (ibid.: 18). Based on the principles of lean manufacturing, Nike states that this would enhance workers’ skill levels and productivity. As a result, workers will come to be recognised as ‘craftspeople, not commodities’ (ibid.: 24). Adidas, who started to promote lean manufacturing already in 2002, argues that this model ‘offers potential benefits to workers enabling pay to be linked to productivity gains’ (2005). 
Nike’s and Adidas are not alone; it is part of an increasingly popular discourse within CSR circles in which raising productivity, through technical or organizational innovation, is proposed as a means to improving working conditions (by for example, by reducing extremely long work weeks, or raising wages). These efforts may indicate a shift towards a ‘technical fix to problems of profitability and control’ (Silver, 2003: 39). Transnational outsourcing made it possible for global buyers to reinvent a strategy based on generating absolute surplus value by stretching the workday to 14 hours or longer and intensifying the labour process by using methods of ‘terror and browbeating’. Social and moral limits may increasingly impel global buyers to investigate methods that would encourage a process of relative surplus value extraction throughout their supply network.
 This shift might have important implications not just on how the labour process is organized and controlled but also on what type of conflicts it generates and what opportunities this offers for labour organizing (Fine 2002). 
Private regulatory instruments

Because of the pressure applied by anti-sweatshop campaigns, brand-named corporations active in the sportswear sector have taken measures to counter the most egregious infraction to allay the destructive effects of an unregulated market economy. Indeed, the anti-sweatshop campaigns as well as the codes developed in response to them, have carved out a new global space in which essentially political struggles are being fought. 
Despite the fact that this may have thus far occurred largely under the authority of the companies, there is an identifiable process of acknowledgement of responsibility for labour relations at supplier factories. The fact that all of the important brands have adopted codes of conduct is testimony to that. Over time, there has been a converging pattern away from firm specific standards towards the evolution of generic minimum standards along the guidelines of the ILO core labour standards.
 Of course, when Adidas declared that ‘outsourcing supply does not mean outsourcing moral responsibility’, or when Puma declares that its ‘responsibility towards the creation of human working conditions for all employees working directly or indirectly for Puma’, this can be dismissed as declarations that primarily address audiences ‘in shopping malls, on university campuses, or in cyberspace’ (Frost, 2000: 3). But these statements weave webs of moral expectation around the company, and represent a first step in which social instructions and directives start to play a role in the planning of production. ‘The real value of these corporate codes of conduct, even at the best companies, lies in the realm of ideology. They legitimise the idea of a worldwide social standard, even as their chronic failures demonstrate that any real transformation of the global supply chains must come from other sources’ (Appelbaum and Lichtenstein 2006: 121). 
In addition, parallel to the formulation of codes, a category of managers has emerged among the branded companies who have the primary task of managing labour and/or environmental issues. Since 1995, specific CSR departments have been established to deal with the responsibility of implementing and monitoring codes, the development of training material, and the communication of the code and the corporate social responsibility (CSR) policy to stakeholders. Managerial systems have been developed to create organisational structures, procedures and processes that would support the implementation of CSR standards. These managers face obvious difficulties when they attempt to put code standards into practice, not just because the priority of ethical standards (generally) comes after quality, delivery and price, but also because these standards are entering uncharted territory. These new managerial systems are often merely an ‘extension of existing supply chain management programmes and benchmarking systems – simply adding labour, human rights, and environmental concerns into current systems for evaluating quality, timeliness, price, etc.’ (O’Rourke, 2002: 10; Mamic 2004). In other cases, however, completely new managerial systems were established for the internal monitoring and evaluation processes. Nike, for instance, created an internal compliance team SHAPE (Safety, Health, Attitude, People, and Environment) that today employs about 90 people responsible for social and environmental issues. Adidas established a Social and Environmental Affairs department that employs about 32 full-time staff working on the implementation and monitoring of its code.
CSR and shifting modes of supply chain governance
An indication that there is a dynamic to these developments beyond mere cosmetics would be that the cost of implementing codes and observing standards (in addition to attempts to increase efficiency and reduce turnover time!) has led Nike, Puma and Adidas to begin reducing the number of footwear suppliers by streamlining supply chains, while also strengthening their existing strategic partnerships. Several scholars – often using sportswear brands as a case study – have argued that CSR concerns have set into motion a transformation in the way global buyers organise the production of its merchandise in order to achieve better compliance with its workplace standards (Frenkel 2001; Frenkel and Scott 2002; Fichter and Sydow 2002; Mamic 2004; Hughes 2004;  Lim and Phillips 2007). In this literature, much emphasize is put on the different modes of governance – market, network, or hierarchical – that coordinate the functional integration of spatially dispersed productive activities (Gereffi et al., 2005). Some scholars make a distinction between transactional contracting and relational contracting (Frenkel, 2001; Frenkel and Kim 2004). Transactional contracting refers to specific, discrete economic transaction based on an explicit contract. In contrast, relational contracting would refer to a pattern that reflects a ‘high level of interdependence with a small number of suppliers that extends over time’ (ibid.). This second (network) form of governance is generally seen as a more ‘viable context for establishing acceptable labour standards at the micro-level of the workplace’ (Fichter and Sydow 2002: 376). 
 Lean manufacturing

Nike and Adidas have both introduced lean manufacturing systems at their suppliers. Lean manufacturing makes use of teams of workers who assemble the whole product, instead of performing only one repetitive task in a long production line. An Indonesian worker and trade unionist describes the differences as follows: ‘The old system is called a line. The current system is cell system. In line system, each section is only responsible for its own target. For example, the target for sewing section today is, let say, 100 components. It doesn’t matter if assembling has 200 components as target; the sewing section is only responsible to finish 100 components’ (Oxfam Aus. 2008). In today’s ‘lean’ model, another worker comments, the ‘…most significant difference is the number of workers in each process. In short, it can be said that, before, a process was done by 2 persons. Now, a person should do 2 processes’ (ibid.)  
Adidas and Nike both argue that lean manufacturing can bring both efficiency gains and better working conditions. Already in 2002, Adidas announced to use lean manufacturing as a means to ‘attack unique market opportunities and to redefine the business to create a sustainable competitive advantage (2002. italics added). Elsewhere, the company states that lean offers not only a ‘competitive advantage’, but also ‘offers benefits to workers enabling pay to be linked to productivity gains’ (Adidas 2005). More recently, Nike’s stated to have 90 percent of our footwear production come from lean lines by the 2011.  Nike also maintains that ‘lean holds great promise for worker empowerment and the ability to build a higher skilled, higher-paid workforce’ (2007: 26). 
While lean manufacturing methods may increase productivity
, there is no reason to assume that this will automatically benefit workers. Brown and O’Rourke discuss a Chinese sports shoe factory that recently converted to lean manufacturing. While the study shows dramatic improvements in efficiency, flexibility, quality and profitability, the researchers also conclude that, ‘…positive impacts on workers’ wages and hours are not as clear’ (2007: 251). Instead, the study found in individual surveys and focus-group meetings with workers, ‘increased production pressures and individual stress levels under lean production’ (ibid.: 252). They write: 
Greater intensification of work and use of group [production] goal pay systems also increase the stress generated by work operations as workers take fewer breaks to maximize production and are also tied to the work pace and rhythm of their co-workers rather than their own schedules (ibid.: 254).

An unpublished research by Oxfam Australia on the impact of lean manufacturing in one athletic footwear factory in Indonesia observes similar problems. While efficiency has improved, workers emphasize that intensity of work has also increased. One worker is quoted: ‘Everbody seems focused on what they’re doing. It’s efficient. But then, it’s for the benefit of the factory, isn’t it? Not for us.’ Also, another worker argues that intensity has increased: Nowadays, workers shout to each other, “Come on, keep going!” People are forced to follow the rhythm of work, whether they like it or not’ (Oxfam Aus. 2008) 
In contrast, however, there is also research that provides a positive assessment of lean manufacturing. At one Mexican garment factory supplying Nike, Richard Lock and collaborators conclude that lean manufacturing improved efficiency and quality, avoided excessive overtime and resulted in higher wages (2007: 33; see also Lock et al. 2006; FLA 2006). The study’s authors also, however: ‘not to conflate particular production systems with differences in workplace conditions. Although lean production lends itself to management practices such as increased training and autonomous work teams, there is no automatic link between this system of work organization and better working conditions’ (ibid.: 59).
 
Indeed, without strong unions and collective bargaining, it is hard to imagine how financial benefits from productivity improvements are passed on to workers.
 Instead, efficiency gains are likely to either improve the profits of the manufacturer or reduce the cost of sales prices paid by global buyers to manufacturers. Herbert Heiner, the CEO of Adidas has states that lean manufacturing initiatives may provide ‘…opportunities to review pricing’ (2008).  A global alliance of trade unions and NGOs, write in a report on sportswear: 

…even if gains in productivity can be made through re-organization of production, and even if this could be done without unduly increasing the already intense pressure on workers and the long overtime hours workers currently face, there is still no guarantee that any savings achieved through lean production would accrue to workers. In fact, without collective bargaining and/or proactive steps on the part of the industry to ensure that workers receive a share of increasing factory margins, there is little reason to believe that reductions in costs will result in anything other than higher profits for factory owners and/or lower prices for buyers (Play Fair 2008: ). 

It is no surprise that the discourses on ‘improving productivity’, ‘responsible competitiveness’ or the ‘business case for CSR’ are particularly popular among business constituencies, CSR consultants, ethical investors, governmental representatives and the World Bank. It is after all a ‘discourse in which the objective of improving […] wages and conditions is made consistent with the objectives of improving industry efficiency’ (Weller 2007: 75). This basically suggests that productivity gains would make it possible to improve working conditions – higher wages, less overtime etc. – without adjusting the prices global buyers pay to suppliers. Labour right advocates instead have argued that global buyers address the conflicting logic of simultaneously pursuing lower prices and shorter delivery times whilst at the same time pursuing compliance with labour standards.
 The business case for CSR does not challenge dominant business ideologies and practices, but takes competitive business benchmarks as their starting point. It is assumed that working conditions can be improved without increasing costs or increasing retail prices (e.g. transferring costs towards consumers). The responsibility for distributing the fruits of increased productivity through higher wages among workers remains firmly at the producer. The argument for lean – or productivity increases more general – contains the risk of what Ngai-Ling Sum (2005) has called ‘economizing the ethical’, by which she refers how ethical ideas ‘rather than wholly moral, are selectively interpreted in neo-liberal and neo-utilitarian terms in which actions are judged by their outcomes (e.g., profits) and the greatest good for the greatest number’. Instead of an ‘ethics for the market’, she argues, we end up with a ‘market for ethics’. Such narratives seem designed first of all to ‘disciplining and constraining labour issues within the dominant discourse of profit-making and growth’, as Tim Connor put it (2007: 215).
Consolidation and opportunities for labour organizing 
Even though the evidence that lean production will improve workplace conditions is far from established, a technical fix, or a strategy based upon relative surplus extraction, requires changes in the way workplaces and inter-firm relations are organized. The increased leverage over (larger) suppliers by global buyers, also increases the ‘conductivity’ of the supply chain to labour and anti-sweatshop campaigns. First of all, this process has resulted into ever larger production sites. For instance, the world’s largest footwear manufacturer – Yue Yuen – employs over 300.000 workers at its production sites in China, Vietnam and Indonesia (Merk 2008; PlayFair 2008). In China, it main production sites are only a few dozen kilometres apart and employ a total of some 160,000 workers. One of these sites has 51,000 workers exclusively assembling Adidas shoes. These factory sites resemble small cities (townships) and include shops, clinics, fire brigades, dormitories, post offices, distilled water plants, libraries, and sports and recreation facilities. While nearby, other factories supply basic footwear materials such as leather and glue. Yue Yuen’s size is unprecedented in athletic footwear production. Nonetheless, the scale of production has increased after the relocation from Taiwan and Korea. Today, an average factory employs between 5,000-10,000 workers (see Mamic, 2004, Frenkel and Scott, 2002), while some of Yue Yuen’s closest competitors – Feng Tay and Stella International for instance – employ up to 50,000 workers. 

It is difficult to assess to what extent this consolidation is actually the result of restructuring supply chains on the part of global buyers and motivated by productivity concerns; it could also reflect successful accumulation strategies on the part of some Asian manufacturers who have out competed, or taken-over, smaller manufacturers.
 The scale of these production sites imposes not only restraints upon the speed of locational adjustment (Harvey, 1999: 194); such time-place fixity might further accommodate industrial action by the workers (Appelbaum 2004; MSN 2005; Wills 1998; Herod 1997).
 Consolidation and concentration tendencies might create the objective conditions that can be used to achieve collective bargaining gains for labour. Four factors may play a role: 

(i) Large orders, strict time schedules and high penalties for late or non-supplies make manufacturers vulnerable to disruptions in production; 
(ii) Huge investments not only in factories, warehouses or dormitories but also in specific knowledge in the area of labour recruitment and building up relations with local authorities. Such investments would hamper capital’s spatial (cut-and-run) strategies when confronted with a unionisation drive;  
(iii) Long-term and close relationships between brand-named corporations and retailers and manufacturers make the latter actually more vulnerable to buyer pressures concerning labour standards, and this can further aid the process of collectivisation and union organisation in these factories. and, 
(iv) The existence of a global anti-sweatshop movement makes it more difficult for global buyers to cut-and-run when confronted with an local organizing drive 
Taken together, these factors might improve the possibility for viable collective bargaining structures. For example, the Asian Floor Wage alliance, an Asian-driven alliance of trade unions and labour-NGOs in the garment industry, argues that the ‘growing interconnection and formalisation of relationships between buyers and manufacturers across the supply chain is in fact becoming increasingly more evident. … All these factors further increase the accountability up the global chain, and improve the possibility for viable collective bargaining structures’ (AFW 2007). 

Draft conclusion

In this paper I discussed how global outsourcing makes it possible for the brand-name company ‘… to restructure labour relations in ways that could not have happened in the former context of work, law, and social regulation’ (Collins, 2003: 61). Furthermore, spatial restructuring makes it possible to ‘escape from zones of high social conflict’ (De Angelis, 2007: 106). The increased attention being paid toward working conditions by activists, consumers, journalists and branded corporations adds an extra-local dimension to workplace relations, restricting management in exercising more despotic forms of labour relations. [to be worked out]. 
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Figure 1. Geographical shifts in athletic footwear manufacturing 1960s- 2000
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� The author works at the International Secretariat of the Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC). The content of this paper does, however, not necessarily reflect the CCC position.  


� According to Michel Perraudin, Executive Vice-President Adidas-Salomon, cited in Third World Sports Forum 2001)


� For a longer discussion of the athletic footwear production process, see Cheng (1996: 113-119).


� While the industry remains labour intensive, there are of course technical innovations in certain parts of the production process, for example computer-assisted conception and design (CAD), the use of cutting equipment by laser, the robotization of plastics injection. 


� CAD (computer-aided design), CAM (computer-aided manufacturer), CIM (computer integrated manufacturing.


� In Marxian theory, ‘surplus value is the difference between the value added by the workers and the value of labour power’ (Saad-Filho 2003:35, see also Marx 1976).  


� In Forces of Labour (2003) Beverly Silver shows how successive rounds of geographical relocation attempted to create a spatial fix for ‘crisis of profitability and control’ in the automobile industry. She comes to the conclusion that spatial strategies only succeeded in ‘rescheduling crises in time and space’ (2003: 39; Harvey 1999).


� Countries like the Philippines, Hong Kong, Mexico, Malaysia or India also produce(d) athletic footwear but on a much smaller scale. India is often mentioned as the most serious candidate to become a major site in the near future. 


� It is difficult to obtain precise figures. Footwear journalist Bill Worswick argues: ‘Exactly how many shoes are being produced by Taiwan’s overseas factories is not easy to assess. No official statistics are now available. [The] Taiwan Footwear Manufacturers Association [estimates] that the overseas industry is now approximately 40-50 per cent larger than its home-based equivalent in 1986. This means that in 2001 production was around 1.2-1.4 billion pairs. If correct, these figures would make Taiwan second only to China in footwear manufacture and export. Indeed, since the majority of China’s branded-shoe exports is in reality made in Taiwanese factories, it could well be argued that Taiwan is the world’s number one manufacturer of branded shoes…’ (cited in: Footwear Business International, December 2002, “Taiwan – footwear’s best kept secret”.


� Cited in Katz, 1994: 175


� In Capital Marx discusses at length how a strategy of generating absolute surplus value – by lengthening the workday – soon runs into physical, moral and social obstacles. He details how decades of social struggle for a ‘normal’ working day eventually resulted an ‘all powerful social barrier’, namely legal regulation that prevented workers ‘from selling themselves into slavery and death by voluntary contract with capital’ (1976: 416). Confronted with a legally limited working day capital starts searching for alternative avenues to accumulate surplus value. This can be achieved by raising productivity through technological and organisational innovation, which objective is, Marx argues, ‘the shortening of that part of the working day in which the worker must work for himself, and the lengthening, thereby, of the other part of the day, in which he is free to work for nothing for the capitalist’ (1976: 438). Instead of an absolute increase in the expenditure of labour power during a day, new production technology aims at a higher output within a given period, i.e. relative surplus value. The history of capitalist production shows that technical innovation in the labour process has resulted into huge increases in productivity. However, this does not mean that absolute surplus value extraction is associated only with the early periods of capitalist industrialisation or limited to labour-intensive industries in contemporary capitalism. Rather, ‘relative and absolute surplus value extraction are dynamically linked’ as Jamie Gough puts it (2003: 52, italics in origin). For example, the introduction of production technology may be motivated in an attempt to restructure and intensify labour processes, while new communication technology (the internet, blackberries, etc.) penetrates into leisure  time allowing workers to be ‘permanently on duty’ (Saad-Filho 2002: 38).


� Jamie Gough argues that absolute surplus value concerns ‘changes in control, tasks, or the employment relations’ while relative surplus value concerns ‘changes in technology and task’ (2003: 50). 


� The ILO core standards are: 


Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (no. 87); 


Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (no. 98);


Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (no. 29);


Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (no. 105);


Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (no. 111);


Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (no. 100);


Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (no. 138)


� Adidas (2002) states: ‘Today, more than 80% of our footwear volume is being produced in 60 days, as opposed to 90 days just one year ago, and as long as 120 days two years ago. We attribute this success primarily to the introduction of lean manufacturing principles’.


� The introduction of technical change, as Jamie Gough observes (2003: 51-54), does by no means automatically reflect a shift towards relative surplus extraction. Instead, new technology may be introduced to intensify the labour process.


� But even if workers would benefit from productivity enhancements, we may find negative consequences for certain categories of workers. For example, when women workers are being replaced by male workers who are attracted by higher wages, better conditions and higher status that may be a result of workplace transformations. 


� These purchasing practices, designed to maximise profits and transfer the risk down the supply chain, have three structural characteristics that undermine code compliance: (1) unstable relationships between buyers and suppliers (constant relocation, online auctions); (2) falling prices: unit prices in the apparel and sportswear industry have been falling for over ten years (profit squeeze); and, (3) the way that lead times and delivery schedules are established: This includes ever shorter delivery lead times, rush orders, abrupt order cancellations, and fragmentary orders.


� It can also be a combination of both, for example, when buyers decide to consolidate orders at a limited number of key manufacturers (production ‘partners’). In this case, the promotion of lean production also results into factory closures. This seems the case with many plants producing for Adidas in Indonesia – TO BE WORKED OUT.


� For a concrete example of how an transnational alliances of trade unions and labour NGOs, that explicitly strategize on the consolidation tendencies within a globalised industry, see the Asia Floor Wage campaign: � HYPERLINK "http://www.asiafloorwage.org" ��www.asiafloorwage.org� 
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