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It has been five years since we first 
launched the T-shirt that fights 
sweatshops and the project has gone 
from strength to strength.

In this, our second Transparency 
Report, we give you the latest 
information on how our T-shirt project 
is developing; news from our suppliers, 
the wages hours and conditions our 
clothes are made in, and details of the 
trade unions the workers have formed.   

We also provide the impact our T-shirts 
have had on workers fighting for their 
rights, because this T-shirt doesn’t 
fight sweatshops by providing an 
ethical alternative to consumers, it 
fights sweatshops by raising money for 
our campaign work and our Garment 
Worker Solidarity Fund.

Read on to find out more.
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• Trade Unions: Ensuring that the workers that make our 
clothes have independent trade union representation means 
they have collective power. Trade unions allow workers to 
bargain for better wages and conditions with the factory 
management, and No Sweat as a brand can use our position 
as a buyer to support their negotiations. 

• Garment Worker Solidarity Fund: Being a not-for-profit 
company means we are legally obliged to use the money 
generated from sales for social good. No Sweat has created a 
Garment Worker Solidarity Fund that provides much needed 
cash to independent trade unions around the world fighting 
for sweatshop workers' rights. From every garment we sell a 

percentage of the profit is invested into the Solidarity Fund to 
support the struggles of garment workers around the globe.

• No Sweat’s Campaign: What money that is not put into the 
Garment Worker Solidarity Fund is used for the No Sweat 
campaign to help raise the voices of garment workers around 
the globe. No Sweat is a grassroots campaign group run by 
volunteers. We operate together on a non-hierarchical basis. 

• Environmental and Animal Protection: Our clothes are eco-
friendly and vegan-friendly. We only use certified organic cotton. 
We do not use any pesticides that are bad for the environment 
or any products that come from animal by-products. 

No Sweat campaigns for workers 
rights, holding brands to account over 

exploitation.

HOW OUR PROJECT WORKS
No Sweat’s T-shirts are about solidarity, and because of that we operate differently to other T-shirt companies. No Sweat 
Ethical Trading is a not-for-profit company set up alongside the No Sweat campaign and the mission of our project is to put 
workers' rights first.

There are several key ingredients that go into our T-shirt project:

No Sweat supports and 
funds garment workers 
trade unions around the 

world.

No Sweat T-shirts are made 
in factories in Bangladesh 

with strong trade unions and 
workers rights.

Trade union give workers the 
power to bargain with factory 
management to improve their 

condition and wages.

Profits from our T-shirts 
fund No Sweat's campaign 

work and the Garment 
Worker Solidarity Fund.
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The thing that makes our T-shirts different from other ethical 
brands is the Garment Worker Solidarity Fund. 

As a not-for-profit company, the money generated from No 
Sweat's T-shirts is used to actively help garment workers 
organise for their rights. 

We do this through our Garment Workers Solidarity Fund, 
which distributes money to independent trade unions 
around the world. So, every time you buy a T-shirt you are 
contributing to this solidarity fund.

Some of the projects that have received money from the 
Garment Worker Solidarity Fund include:

Bangladesh: During the lockdown in Bangladesh during 
the first wave of the pandemic, garment workers were 
abandoned by all the biggest brands they produced 
clothes for and left without pay for months. Our first act 
of solidarity was to donate money to Oporajeo's food 
project, where volunteers made and delivered hot meals 
to garment worker families in the local area daily. 

Myanmar/Burma: When the military coup took place in 
Myanmar in February 2021, it was the garment workers, 
mostly women, that were the first to take to the streets 
in protest at the attack on their democracy. As well as 

mobilising statements of condemnation from the UK 
labour movement and forming the Myanmar Military: 
Never in Fashion campaign with Global Women's 
Strike, we also used money from the Garment Worker 
Solidarity Fund to support Myanmar's trade unions that 
are under attack. This money has been invaluable in 
helping the labour movement operate underground and 
continue the resistance to the military coup. 

Haiti: In 2022, when we saw the mass protests in 
Port-au-Prince against the rising cost of living and the 
poverty wages that garment workers were earning 
in Free Trade Zones, producing for companies like 
Gildan, we contacted our friends at Batay Ouvriye, 
an independent trade union federation that organises 
garment workers and many other sectors, to see what 
support they needed. As well as campaigning and 
awareness raising, we were able to send money out 
to support their protests from the Garment Worker 
Solidarity Fund. 

This solidarity work is only possible with your support.

Every T-shirt we sell helps us build this solidarity 
fund. The more T-shirts we sell the more workers 
organisations and independent trade unions around the 
world we can support. It's that simple.

GARMENT WORKERS SOLIDARITY FUND
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NO SWEAT CAMPAIGNS

No Sweat's clothing company is an independent, 
not-for-profit company set up alongside the No 
Sweat campaign. The campaign is a grassroots 
organisation run by volunteers who are dedicated 
to combating the exploitation of sweatshop labour. 

While selling clothes is ultimately a business, as 
it is a non-profit endeavour the aim is to use this 
project as a campaign in itself, to show what is 
possible in the garment industry by implementing 
the best standards and supporting democratic 
practice in the workplace. 

The existence of the No Sweat clothing proves 
that exploitation is not necessary, that an ethical 
alternative that puts workers first is possible, and 
if a small grassroots campaign group can make it 
happen, then the international brands, with their 
multimillion-dollar profit margins can certainly do 
it.

But this is just one part of No Sweat. 

For over 20 years No Sweat has been 
campaigning against the exploitation by brands 
of workers around the world. No Sweat puts 
class issues and workers' rights at the centre 
of the debate around the extreme conditions of 
exploitation that workers face in sweatshops. 

No Sweat organises work in solidarity with 
workers around the globe, but particularly with 
garment workers in the Global South. The idea 
is not to lead but to follow - follow the work 
or worker-led organisations in manufacturing 
countries where sweatshop conditions are 
common and offer solidarity by helping to raise 
their voices and amplify their struggles. No Sweat 

has organized many protests outside the flagship 
stores of major high street brands, from Niketown 
to GAP, Disney to Primark, all in support of the 
campaigns that workers themselves are leading in 
the factories that supply to these brands.

Part of this work involves arranging speaking 
tours around the UK for activists from worker-
led organisations. The likes of Dita Sari, an 
inspirational leader of the campaigning union 
FNPBI in Indonesia who fought against Nike's 
sweatshop conditions in the early 2000s; Yannick 
Etienne, an exceptional organiser from Batay 
Ouvriye in Haiti who took on the corporate might 
of Disney, and more recently Khaing Zar Aung, the 
exiled trade unionist from Myanmar/Burma who is 
president of the Industrial Workers’ Federation of 
Myanmar and who is leading the work on building 
a global solidarity campaign to fight the military 
junta that has seized power in her home country.

No Sweat works closely with other activist 
organisations, such as with the Global Women's 
Strike on our joint campaign Myanmar Military: 
Never in Fashion; and with the Haiti Support 
Group in building solidarity with Batay Ouvrieye, 
and even some radical collectives such as Punk 
Ethics, on their Punks Against Sweatshops 
campaign that is working to kick sweatshops out 
of that music scene.   

All of this activity is carried out by dedicated 
volunteers who have kept No Sweat running for 
the past two decades. They are the beating heart 
of No Sweat and overseers of No Sweat's clothing 
company, affectionately known as 'The T-shirt 
Project'.  



SECTION 2  

WHO MAKES OUR CLOTHES?

Since our T-shirt project began, we have looked around 
the world for garment factories to work with that share our 
attitudes to workers' rights and independent trade unions. 

We initially aimed to source from workers co-ops run by 
former sweatshop workers, but the reality is that they 
are few and far between and the pressures of running a 
business that can compete with other brands that claim 
to be ethical has meant we have not always been able to 
source from countries where they operate.

This has led us to expand our search to factories that are 
either progressive by design or recommended by trade 
union comrades for their strong union activity.

Since 2018 we have been sourcing from Oporajeo, a 
workers' initiative in Bangladesh that has one of the most 
progressive attitudes to workers' rights in the sector. They 
have played a major part in helping us build our project to 
what it is today.

In late 2021, Oporajeo informed us that as their business 
producing jute bags had grown to such an extent that it 
was becoming difficult for them to produce the quantities 
of clothes we need as regularly as we need them, so we 
made the decision to take on a second supplier.

We reached out to our friends at the Bangladesh Garment 
and Industrial Workers Federation for recommendations 
on a fully unionised factory in Bangladesh that we could 
add to our list of suppliers, and they suggested a factory 
that had recently formed a strong union, called Irene 
Knitwear.

While we will continue to source from Oporajeo where 
schedules allow, we are excited to expand our project and 
work with a factory in sourcing union-made T-shirts. 

Since No Sweat began over 20 years ago, we have 
always argued that the only real solution to the sweatshop 
issue is strong, independent trade unions. Now, in 
sourcing clothes for our own wholesale project we can 
lend our support to workers on the ground directly by 
using what economic power we have as buyers to ensure 
on the conditions that workers call for are met.   



Sample Section Sewing Section

Fininshing Section Factory Floor

Oporajeo, which means Invincible in Bengali, is a workers’ 
initiative in Bangladesh set up by rescue workers and 
survivors of Rana Plaza.

While founded as a co-op in 2013 to provide a livelihood 
to workers affected by the Rana Plaza disaster, when the 
original workers received their compensation and left the 
industry, the factory was brought under private ownership 
but maintained its emphasis on workers' rights and decent 
conditions. In the last report we reported that Oporajeo self-
defines as a worker's co-op, we have since discontinued this 
language to avoid confusion with co-operatives operating in 
Bangladesh. Given the history of the organisation and its role 
in supporting workers and disadvantaged members of the 
local community, we have described Oporajeo as a 'workers 
initiative' to reflect its progressive history and policies. 

On last count, Oporajeo employs 95 workers (57 women 
and 38 men). Thirty three workers are skilled machinist, 62 
workers are auxiliary workers. Oporajeo is not a large factory 
and does not have all aspects of production onsite - knitting 
and dyeing, and printing for example are outsourced to other 
companies nearby.   

In July 2021 the Garment Workers Trade Union Centre 
(GWTUC) inspected the factory and interviewed workers and 
gave positive feedback on the working environment, noting a 
'worker-friendly' atmosphere, and regular training on labour 
laws and Health and Safety. The GWTUC noted that there 
are strong workers committees in the factory however, due 
to Bangladesh laws they cannot register as a trade union as 
the company employs less than 100 workers. The GWTUC 
agreed to monitor the situation.   

To date, Oporajeo's factory has not been listed on official 
list of The Bangladesh Accord for Fire and Building Safety, 
however, we understand that this process will begin in the 
near future. 

In the last Transparency Report we reported on a profit 
share programme in place at Oporajeo, however we have 
been informed that this is not an official programme and 
is at the discretion of the board, which includes a worker 
representative. For this reason, we have removed this from 
our reporting of worker benefits. We have also removed 
reference to the free sanitary products programme as we 

FACTORY PROFILE
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9,500 taka

(£85 approx)

10,000–12,000 taka
(depending on role, skill etc.)

(£90–108 approx)

20,000 taka

(£178 approx)

50,000 taka

(£445 approx)

WAGES (per month)

OPORAJEO’S WAGE STRUCTURE

OPORAJEO'S BENEFITS PACKAGE

Support with child’s education Provident fund Support with medical bills

38 days paid holiday per year 
(double the legal minimum)

Interest-free loansLife insurance

The estimated living wage in Bangladesh that trade unions call for is Tk16,000, based on a Tk10,643 basic wage, 
Tk4,257 rent costs, and Tk1,100 for transportation and medical cost. Oporajeo’s benefits package brings their 
standard wage rate (Tk12,000-14,000) up to a fair equivalent of the unions’ estimated living wage. 

Data provided by Oporajeo shows they have one of the most progressive wage structures in the Bangladesh. 

The legal minimum wage for the garment sector in Bangladesh is currently 8,000 taka per month, meaning
Oporajeo’s standard wage rate is up to 50% higher and is raised further by a benefits package.

Trainee Machinist Supervisor Director 
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While Oporajeo is a notably progressive factory, set up with a motive of solidarity rather than profit, it is 
important not to get complacent about workers’ rights

Oproajeo was founded by labour rights activists and has a long history of putting workers first. There 
are a number of workers committees for different aspects of factory life, including an anti-harassment 
committee and an overarching Workers Committee. 

Oporajeo’s Workers Committee has three elected representatives who act as shop stewards, 
liaising with the Production Manager and Director on any issues that might arise, it is independent of 
management and elects a workers’ representative to sit on the board that meets once a year. 

However, this committee has been unable to register with the government office as a factory union. 
According to the Garment Workers Trade Union Centre (GTWC), in order to register a factory trade 
union there must be a minimum of 100 workers employed. As Oporajeo falls below this number the 
workers committee has not been able to register as a union. They also highlighted that it is not possible 
to register a cluster union, an alternative when a factory workforce is below 100, as there is no other 
factory of the same type in a radius of 10km.

In July 2021, the GTWC inspected the factory and sent us a report of their findings. They met with 
workers and spoke with them privately. Overall, the report was positive with only one instance of late 
payment of holiday bonus being the an area of concern, and some recommendations that junior staff 
needed more training on labour laws and their rights.

As Idris Ali, the President of the GTWC said of Oporajeo, “The working environment of the factory is 
worker-friendly, all workers are employed, there are no contract workers. Workers have regular 
health check-ups and treatment and they have life insurance. Regular training is organized to 
inform the workers about the various facilities and labor laws.” 

The GTWC are maintaining close contact with Oporajeo workers to monitor conditions and ensure 
their committee continues to operates independently and will support it with union registration when 
possible.

Trade unions in Bangladesh operate differently 
to those the UK, members do not join an existing 
union as such, but have to form one in their own 
workplace and then push for recognition by the 
government office - a process that is not straight 
forward due to the influence of factory owners 
and the attempts at union busting. Once a factory 
union is registered with the government, they 
can then choose to join with a larger trade union 
federation. 

WORKPLACE DEMOCRACY
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Irene Knitwear is a much larger company that 
Oporajeo, and whereas Oporajeo is primarily a 
producer of Jute products, Irene Knitwear is a 100% 
export oriented knit and woven garments manufacturer. 
They are part of the Zoom Group, a garment company 
that owns both Irene Knitwear Ltd and Zoom Sweater 
Ltd.

Irene Knitwear employs 550 workers (210 male and 
340 female) across multiple departments including 
Pattern & Sampling, Quality Control, Cutting, Sewing, 
Finishing, Warehouse Management, Packing & 
Cartoning, Circular Knitting, and Printing Section. This 
means the vast majority of the production process is 
done in-house.

Irene Knitwear was recommended to us in late 2021 
by the Bangladesh Garment and Industrial Workers 
Federation (BGIWF) as a factory that has recently 
formed a strong trade union with a fully unionised 
workforce that is registered and has become part 
of the BGIWF. This has given us the confidence to 
move forward with placing orders with Irene Knitwear 

as we expand our project. We have not yet had the 
opportunity  to visit the factory, however a social audit 
report stated that the trade union representative was 
present for the duration, and the factory is listed on The 
Bangladesh Accord for Fire and Building Safety with a 
remediation progress rate of 92%.    

At the time of publication of this report we are 
awaiting the arrival of our first shipment after a lengthy 
production sampling process. Our interactions with 
the factory have been positive and we are looking 
forward to continuing our relationship. We will keep in 
close contact with the trade union to ensure that the 
conditions are maintained at the highest standard and 
we will lend our support to improving conditions where 
the workers deem necessary.  

The expansion of our supply chain to include Irene 
Knitwear means a new phase in our project, our focus 
is in supporting strong, independent trade unions in 
the garment industry and we pleased to say that our 
clothes are officially union-made.

FACTORY PROFILE
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(£70 approx)

IRENE KNITWEAR'S WAGE STRUCTURE

Data provided by Irene Knitwear shows they have a lower wage structure for production roles than Oporajeo but they 
have a collective bargaining agreement that means they have the power to negotiate pay increases in the future.

WAGES (per month)

Junior 
Operator 

Senior 
Operator 

8,000 taka 8,875 taka 9,347 taka 9,845 taka

(£79 approx) (£83 approx) (£88 approx)

The legal minimum wage for the garment sector in Bangladesh is currently 8,000 taka per month, meaning Irene Knitwear's 
wages are above the legal minimum for skilled roles. However, it is low compared to Oporajeo and so we will continue to 
discuss and monitor wage rates wih the trade union and the management.

IRENE KNITWEAR'S BENEFITS PACKAGE

Twice Yearly 
Festival Bonus

Paid Maternity
Leave and onsite 

childcare

Accrued Leave 
Cash Payment

Data provided by Irene Knitwear's management shows that the workers benefits package reflects the legal 
requirements for larger factories, meaning no additional, non-compulsory benefits were noted. However, these 
compulsory benefits do have a significant impact on workers lives, and the trade union is in a position to negotiate 
increased worker benefits in the future.

Brands have economic influence that can be used to support workers, unfortunately this is rarely practiced as 
increased wages and benefits means increased production prices. By actively engaging with the trade union, we can 
lend our support to their campaigns. Our economic influence on the factory management depends in the growth of our 
clothing project. Essentially the more T-shirts we sell, the more leverage we have to support the workers' demands. 

Free Healthcare 
+ onsite doctor

Operation 
Assistant

General 
Operator 



WORKPLACE DEMOCRACY

Irene Knitwear is a much bigger factory than Oporajeo and was established as a traditional commercial 
enterprise rather than under a motive of solidarity. Therefore, we have to be vigilant that workers’ rights 
are protected and enforced.  

As the factory has over the minimum number of workers (100) required to legally register a trade union 
in Bangladesh, the workers at Irene Knitwear formed their factory union which was officially registered 
and became a member of the Bangladesh Garment and Industrial Workers Federation (BGIWF). 

It was the BGIWF that recommended Irene Knitwear when we were looking for a second supplier for 
our clothing line. The factory is fully unionised, which is crucial in giving workers a voice in their working 
conditions.

In liaising regularly with the representatives of the BGIWF, we understand that the workers at Irene 
Knitwear have a collective bargaining agreement in place with the factory management which enables 
them to negotiate their hours, wages and conditions.

While it is clear that the wages and in-work benefits are low compared to Oporajeo, they meet the legal 
standard, and most importantly, workers having a registered trade union puts them in a strong position 
to improve their wages and benefits in negotiations with the management. Being part of a strong 
federation that can offer support and training is also crucial, and having a positive buyer like No Sweat, 
that is prepared to support their position in negotiations, leveraging what economic power we have also 
helps strengthen the union’s bargaining power.

As Kalpona Akter, the President of the BGIWF said, “A democratic, registered union gives workers 
that negotiating power where workers can bargain with their respective factory managements to 
improve the working condition and a better livelihood. Union made T-Shirts are far better as this 
tells us that workers voices are respected”

In addition to discussing the factory with the BGIWF, the management sent us a copy of their most 
recent social audit that did provide some positive feedback on conditions. While we maintain scepticism 
of the effectiveness of social audits, we were encouraged to see reported that the trade union 
representative had been present throughout the inspection. This evidence that the management are 
taking the role of the trade union in workplace democracy seriously.

We will continue to monitor conditions at Irene Knitwear and liaise with the BGIWF to discuss how we 
can best support the trade union’s activities in our position as a buyer. 
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THE FUTURE  
NO SWEAT CAMPAIGN AND CLOTHING

The past two years have been challenging for people around the world. In our last Transparency Report we 
detailed how Oporajeo had handled the impact of the pandemic and we are pleased to say they came through 
stronger than ever. 

For No Sweat, the pandemic and its aftermath has had a mix of positives and negatives. On the one hand, 
the move to an ever more online world due to lockdowns in the UK led to an increase in people wanting to get 
involved in our campaign work, more interactions with other campaigning organisations and more contact with 
trade unions around the world. However, for our fledging clothing company the impact of the pandemic has set 
us back several years. Delays in production and shipping, rising costs and loss of business with the closure of live 
music has meant our plans to increase staff members, move into new premises and expand our range have had to 
be shelved while we navigate our way through these rocky waters.

That said, we are still here and still proving that it is possible to put workers' rights first in the garment 
industry, even at a time of global crisis. 

Since 2020, our T-shirt Project has raised over £5,000 for the Garment Workers Solidarity Fund, which has been 
used to support workers in Bangladesh, Myanmar and Haiti, and we have put trade unions firmly on the agenda 
when it comes to that over-used term, ethical fashion.

As we move forward with our project we are 
constantly looking at ways in which we can 
improve it, and that involves looking at the 
most progressive ideas to support workers' 
rights. 

Two projects that we hope to initiate are 
a Worker-driven Social Responsibility 
agreement with the workers that make our 
clothes. This would be a legally binding 
agreement to support the best conditions 
in the factory. This idea replaces voluntary 
codes of conduct that many brands promote 
as best practice and instead requires the  
buyer to actively negotiate on conditions as 
a pre-requisite of placing an order. 

Another project is to work with a workers' 
rights organisation on the ground in a 
manufacturing country such as Bangladesh 
to set up a small workers co-operative to 
run a regular production of our most popular 
items. This would allow us to work directly 
with a trade union in training workers in self-
management and workers rights, as well as 
allowing them a greater share of the profits.

Neither of these projects are easy to 
undertake and they will depend on external 
conditions as much as our ability to make 
them happen. But we have already shown 
a new way is possible and we will continue 
to push the boundaries to make the best 
project we can. 
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No Sweat
No Sweat is a grassroots campaign group that builds solidarity among workers’ worldwide. 

We look to global social justice movements and to the international workers’ movement to build 
common, united, campaigning action against workplace exploitation and the sweatshop bosses.

No Sweat stands for workers’ solidarity.

nosweat.org.uk


