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The past four decades have seen a
dramatic increase in the share of 
global wealth going to the most
powerful corporations, their bosses 
and their owners. As labour’s share of
national income has declined around
the world, there has been a parallel rise
in the number of workers who find
themselves trapped in poverty despite
having a job – the so-called ‘working
poor’. In the Asia / Pacific region alone,
over 600 million working people are still
forced to live below the $2 a day
poverty line, many of them women or
migrant workers. In the UK, more than
six million people living in poverty are
in a working household, meaning that
in-work poverty is now more prevalent
than out-of-work poverty among people
of working age. 

This continuing exploitation is an indictment
of the globalised capitalist system. It is also
one of the immediate causes of the financial
crisis that brought the system to its knees in
2008. As working families found themselves
increasingly unable to meet their basic
everyday needs, so they were forced to take
on ever greater sums of debt to make up the
shortfall, without any hope of ever paying it
back. Once banks realised that they were
exposed to unknown quantities of bad debt
that could never be repaid, the circulation 
of capital froze and the system crashed. Yet
nothing has changed as a result of the crisis,
and workers still find themselves condemned
to a never-ending struggle to make ends meet.

The right to be paid a living wage is a 
basic entitlement of all working people the
world over, whether they work in the public
or private sectors, in the global South or
North. The living wage differs from statutory
minimum wages in that it is calculated
according to workers’ needs, not the
demands of the labour market. A living wage

thus ensures that working people can earn
enough to meet all their daily expenses and
have some discretionary income left over to
invest in their own or their children’s future. 
A living wage, in other words, offers people 
a chance to work their way out of poverty.

The call for a living wage has a long history
stretching back to the 19th century. Yet 
it is only in recent times that campaigns 
from across the world have begun to form
into a global movement for a living wage. 
This report seeks to chart the rise of that
movement and to highlight the different 
ways in which campaigns have mobilised in
support of a living wage at the local, national
and international levels. It also draws out
conclusions from the most successful
campaigns around the world, both as a guide
to the positive alternatives that already exist
and as an inspiration for what might be
achieved elsewhere.

The fight for all workers to enjoy decent
terms and conditions is a central pillar of 
War on Want’s work for social justice. This
report is a contribution to building the global
movement for a living wage. It makes the call
for all workers to be paid the living wage
appropriate to their economic context as 
a basic right, not a voluntary extra over and
above the statutory minimum set down by
governments or national wage boards. It is a
call to action for working people the world
over. After generations of waiting, the living
wage is a cause whose time has come. 

John Hilary
Executive Director
War on Want
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Millions of low paid workers around 
the globe spend their lives toiling in
mines, factories, fields and offices, yet
never manage to earn enough to lift
themselves or their children out of
poverty. The situation is especially stark
for women and migrant workers, who
face particular challenges in organising
and demanding fair pay. Workers, trade
union activists, community organisers
and social justice campaigners are
challenging this reality by joining
together to demand a living wage 
for the lowest paid workers. 

This report highlights the movements and
campaigns for a living wage being developed
in all corners of the world. From cleaners 
in Britain to farm workers in South Africa,
from garment workers in Cambodia to
banana workers in Latin America, the global
movement for a living wage is gaining ground.
Many of these campaigns have achieved not
only better wages for the workers involved,
but also permanent contracts, direct
employment, improved conditions and 
trade union rights for low paid workers. 

The demand for a living wage is a simple one:
all workers should be able to earn, within a
standard working week, enough to provide a
decent standard of living for themselves and
their families. Such a wage must be sufficient
to provide nutrition, shelter, clothing, health
care and education. It should cover other
expenses such as communication and travel
that are an essential part of life in the modern
world. And it should provide enough so that 
a worker can save a small amount each week. 

The concept of a living wage is grounded in
the principle that all human beings have the
right to a decent standard of living: a right to
live in both dignity and freedom. This is not
just a lofty ideal; this is a human right that is

central to the fight for social and economic
justice. The living wage also has an important
part to play in the fight against income
inequality – a scandal that is stark and getting
worse. Many of the campaigns highlighted 
in this report link the payment of a living
wage to the wider call for a more equal
distribution of wealth both within countries
and along the global supply chains in which
many of these workers are employed. 
The World Banana Forum, for example,
explicitly links the two in its work on
‘redistribution of value’, calling for the
industry’s profits to be more equitably 
shared among all those involved in getting
bananas from field to market. 

In Europe and North America, where 
the politics of austerity demand that the
middle and working classes must all 
make do with less, the call for a living wage
might seem untimely. In fact, this demand
could not be more vital. Cuts to welfare
payments, social services, health care and
education hit low paid workers (particularly
women) the hardest, and drive even more
families into poverty. Paying a living wage to
these workers would reduce the costs of
welfare without reducing the incomes 
of the poorest families. 

Opponents of the living wage say that such 
a demand is unachievable and impossible 
to calculate, and that it will harm workers
themselves by reducing their employment
opportunities. The campaigns highlighted in
this report defy these arguments. In the
Dominican Republic, the Alta Gracia factory
proves that you can run a profitable business
at the same time as providing a living wage.
The calculation of a living wage was a clear,
transparent and widely accepted process
which took only a couple of months. Alta
Gracia also shows that paying workers in 
one factory a living wage can provide a 
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boost to the local economy, creating further
employment opportunities within small, 
local businesses.

Winning a living wage means challenging a
system of exploitation that demands more
rights for transnational corporations and less
for the workers in those countries where
they carry out their businesses. This system
calls for increasing ‘flexibilisation’ of the
workforce, meaning jobs which are low paid
and insecure. Living wage campaigns are an
important strategy for confronting these
policies. The Asia Floor Wage campaign
explicitly links its call for a minimum living
wage for all garment workers across Asia to
an alternative economic model, where growth
is driven through increased wages to the
lowest paid. 

Campaigns in Baltimore and London proved
getting a living wage for low paid and
precariously employed workers is difficult, but
not impossible. Using a model of campaigning
that combines workplace organising with
community activism, they have managed to
win living wages for thousands of indirectly
employed workers by challenging banks,
hotels, hospitals and public contractors to
take responsibility for the low paid workers

that were cleaning, providing security, 
driving buses and serving food. These
campaigns also proved that, with the 
wider community behind them, migrant, 
low paid and agency workers could 
and would stand together to fight for 
better pay; in some cases, the campaigns 
even won the fight for union recognition 
in the workplace and for a return to 
direct employment.

The fight for a living wage is a vital 
part of any movement for social justice. 
As long as workers fail to meet their 
basic needs, despite working untold 
hours every week, poverty will remain 
a scar on our communities. As this report
shows, the arguments in favour of a living
wage are strong. It also shows that 
struggles for a living wage around the 
world are diverse, vibrant and growing, 
with many achieving real and lasting
improvements to the lives of thousands 
of workers. These struggles must now 
grow into a global movement for a world
where no worker ever has to choose 
again whether they should pay their rent 
or feed their children, and where the next
generation has the possibility of really
working their way out of poverty. 
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1.1 A basic human right
“Everyone has the right to a standard of living
adequate for the health and well-being of himself
and of his family, including food, clothing, housing,
medical care, necessary social services, and the
right to security...”  Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, Article 25.1

There are many benefits to providing a living
wage to all workers, as this report will show.
However, the most fundamental reason to
fight for a living wage is that it is the only way
to ensure that all workers can enjoy the right
to an adequate standard of living.

For the majority of people, the only way of
sustaining themselves and their families is
through paid employment. If a worker does
not receive a living wage for their labour, then
they and their families are deprived of the
possibility of obtaining many of the essential
elements that contribute to a decent life:

adequate housing, good nutrition, health, 
rest and access to education and culture.
They are deprived of the freedom to make
choices about their own lives and are unable
to provide opportunities for their children.
This makes the failure to pay a living wage a
serious violation of the fundamental rights 
to which all human beings are entitled.

A living wage must be sufficient to provide
nutrition, shelter, clothing, health care and
education. Workers should also be able to
save a small amount of their wages so as to
cover unforeseen expenses and provide them
with some economic security. A worker
should be able to earn this amount within 
the legal standard working week. It is the very
fact that a living wage is defined by its ability
to deliver a reasonable standard of living, and
therefore to uphold the right to live in dignity
and freedom, that distinguishes it from the
minimum wage, which is rarely sufficient to
meet the needs and rights of workers. 1

1 The case for a living wage 

Women workers, Zambia
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1.2 Boosting local economies
Many opponents of a living wage argue 
that the imposition of fixed living wage 
rates would harm the poor by reducing 
the number of jobs available. Yet there is
evidence that increasing wages for the 
lowest paid workers can actually boost the
economy, rather than damage it. Low paid
workers are generally able to save very little,
if any, of their earnings, so any money that
they earn is circulated straight back into 
the economy.2 They are also likely to spend
that money locally. This means that even 
small increases to an hourly or weekly 
wage puts money in the pockets of those
who are most likely to spend that money
immediately in their local communities.3 

This impact on increased consumer spending
can be significant: research by economists at
the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago found
that a $1 increase in the US minimum wage
would increase spending by a low-wage
worker’s household by $2,800 over the
following year.4

The increased financial security that 
comes from a permanent pay increase 
(rather than from less predictable bonus 
or overtime payments) also allows families 
to make more significant, long-term
investments in their lives or in their 
children’s futures. This type of spending 
helps to drive up consumer demand, which 
in turn promotes growth in local and 
national economies alike.5 This is by no 
means a new idea. In the 1930s, Henry 
Ford developed a policy of combining the
production of cheap goods with the payment
of wages that would allow for the workers
themselves to buy his products. Even now, 
the principle of using wage increases to
promote growth is accepted and used by
some governments. In 2012, the government
of Argentina decided to raise the minimum
wage by 25% and forced private companies to

increase salaries specifically in order to 
boost consumer spending and accelerate 
the nation’s economic recovery. 

The case of the Alta Gracia factory in 
the Dominican Republic (see box) provides 
a clear example of how paying a living wage
to a group of workers can have a positive
effect on the wider community. Prior 
to the establishment of the factory, the
community was marred by unemployment
and poverty. Now, with a living wage factory
on their doorstep, the schools are full, 
local cafés and restaurants are opening 
up and the local construction industry 
is booming.6

Paying all workers a living wage means
redistributing the amount of money available
elsewhere in the economy, for example in the
profit margins of the employer, or through
increasing the price of goods that are being
made. Yet at a time of recession, it makes
sense to increase the incomes of the poor.
Further, at a time when global inequality is
rising to unprecedented levels (see chapter
2), there is a clear argument for demanding
the implementation of a living wage as an
integral part of the political movement for 
a fairer distribution of global wealth.

1.3 Fighting poverty
Low paid workers, who are never able 
to earn enough to meet their basic needs, 
are caught in a poverty trap where the
combination of insecurity, low pay and 
long working hours prevents them from
participating fully in family and community life.
Low pay also traps children of poor families
into a cycle of poverty that is passed down
through generations.7 Demanding that all
employers provide a living wage to all their
workers is one way of challenging this cycle
and helping families to break free from the
poverty trap.
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Education is one channel through which a
living wage can have a dramatic impact on
intergenerational poverty, by challenging the
pattern of low educational achievement
among children from poor backgrounds. A
living wage means that a worker can afford
the costs associated with sending children 
to school, such as tuition fees, materials and
school uniforms. A regular and stable job
means that parents can commit to keeping
their children at school for longer, and can
support them to complete their education. 
If a worker is paid a living wage, they may
even be able to save enough to support their
children to go on to further education, 
or to university. 

Low paid workers are forced to work long
hours or take on extra jobs to make ends
meet. Many may have to travel several miles
to each job, adding on yet more time they
must be away from home. This deprives
workers and their families of the time they
need to develop a happy and healthy family
life, and can lead to the breakdown of families
and communities. If workers earn a living
wage, they have a greater opportunity to
spend more time with their families; helping
with homework or taking them on outings
and holidays. Children can attend local clubs
or have after-school hobbies. Workers
themselves might even have time to return 
to education, learn a new skill, volunteer 
or participate in community activities. 

1.4 Benefits to employers
As argued above, a living wage is essential
simply because any other approach to
calculating wages ignores the human 
right of workers to live in dignity. If paying
such a wage reduces the huge profits 
of the corporations who benefit most 
from the current system, then that is a 
cost worth paying. 

However, there is also a growing body of
evidence to support a business case for
paying a living wage. Numerous research
studies into ‘living wage workplaces’ have
shown that the costs of paying a living 
wage are offset by benefits brought to 
the companies concerned. These benefits
include reductions in absenteeism, better 
staff retention rates, improved productivity,
improved staff motivation and loyalty to 
the company, the ability to attract better 
staff, savings on training costs, more stable,
reliable services and enhancements to the
organisation’s reputation.8 9

An analysis of the economic impact of 
paying a living wage at the Alta Gracia factory
(see box) shows that although profits from
the factory initially increased at a slower rate
than normal, the company was still able to pay
a living wage and generate enough profit for
the business to remain healthy. Furthermore,
over the three years the business has been
running, the initially slower rate of growth in
profits was offset through greater worker
productivity, reduced absenteeism and rapidly
increasing consumer support.10

KMPG, an accredited living wage employer,
has confirmed that: “Paying the Living Wage
and improving other benefits, like holidays,
sick pay and insurance have contributed
significantly to our success...Turnover
amongst our cleaning staff has more than
halved. Morale has been raised. Despite
improved sick pay potential abuse has not
materialised. Productivity has improved;
attitudes are more flexible and positive.
Service has improved: our help desk gets 
far fewer complaints.”11

Many campaigners interviewed for this 
report said that the business case for a living
wage needs to be more strongly emphasised
by its proponents around the world. These
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arguments are important, but need to be
promoted alongside the moral and social
justifications for a living wage. After all, the
current system has been immensely effective
in generating profits for corporations and for
capital: keeping workers in constant fear of
hunger, unemployment and debt can also lead
to an incredibly productive workforce. That
said, the available evidence leaves no doubt
that a company can be successful, productive
and profitable and still pay a living wage to all
its workers. 

1.5 Public savings
In the five years since crisis hit the global
economic system, governments around the
world have adopted severe austerity
programmes based on drastic cuts in public
services and the welfare state. These cuts
have had a direct impact on the lives of the
working poor, further limiting their access to
housing, health care, education, legal support
and nutrition. The implementation of a
comprehensive living wage, by contrast, is 
a way of reducing public spending without
further reducing the quality of life for millions
of families.

Living wage campaigns can play an important
role in challenging the myth that poverty 
is somehow the fault of the poor, by
highlighting the extent to which welfare
payments represent a massive subsidy 
both to employers and to landlords, 
who are profiting from high rents and low

pay. The London Living Wage provides 
a good example of this. From spring 2011 
to autumn 2012, the London Living Wage
stood at £8.30 an hour, but if benefit
entitlements were not included in that 
figure, the rate would have needed to
increase to £10.40 an hour.12 That means 
that the state was paying, on average, 
£2.10 an hour to enable low paid workers 
to provide a decent standard of living to 
their families. If the current London Living
Wage (now at £8.55 an hour) were 
increased to a real living wage level, the
government could make huge savings to 
its welfare bill without reducing the living
standards of the poor. 

A living wage would be an important 
step towards tackling poverty, and the
despair that accompanies it. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation estimates that 
child poverty in Britain, of which low pay 
is a significant cause, costs billions of pounds
a year to the state in the form of services
such as free school dinners, local authority
programmes and primary health care.13

Poverty is also linked to poor nutrition 
and health, stress, increased crime levels,
dependency on drugs and alcohol and 
low educational achievement; tackling 
in-work poverty by demanding a living 
wage could help reduce the costs 
associated with the provision of health 
care, policing and other social services 
while at the same time improving the 
lives of poor families. 
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In 2010, the Alta Gracia factory in 
the Dominican Republic opened for
business: the first factory producing 
for a mainstream brand to explicitly
agree to pay a living wage to its
workers. Maritza Vargas, president 
of SITRALPRO, the trade union
representing Alta Gracia workers, told
us about the impact the factory has 
had on their lives and their community.

“When the Alta Gracia factory opened,
our main demand was that they pay us
a living wage. This has revolutionised
the lives of the workers. On a personal
level, I can now access nutritious food
and I never have to worry that I can’t
feed my family.We live in a nice house
and we are saving up to try and buy 
our own home. I have been able to send
my daughter to university and keep 
my son in high school – this was always
my dream, but it would have been
impossible to even imagine a few years
ago. My co-workers have been able to
buy their own homes, their own vehicles
and get some financial security for
themselves and their families. 

“We don’t have to work the overtime
hours any more, and the management
are really accommodating to our
schedules. This means that many
workers at Alta Gracia now have the
time and the money to start studying 
in the evenings. I have a computer and
internet in my house now, and have 
the time to spend sitting and watching
TV with my family. This was never
possible before. 

“This factory has really been 
a blessing to our community.There
are lunch cafés opening to provide 
food to workers, the construction
industry is booming as workers start 
to buy homes or improve the ones 
they live in, and the local schools 
are full and getting income from 
the school fees. These things weren’t
here before because there were no
good jobs, but now the money we 
are paid is circulating through 
the community.

“It is not just our wages that 
have changed. We also have social
security and health insurance; all 
we have to do is sign up and we 
get access to health care. We have
comfortable work stations and we 
have all been given training in things
like health and safety, fire safety and
first aid: we feel that we are building
our capacity as workers. 

“We now find we are treated 
with respect in the workplace – 
this is completely different to our
experience in the other factory. 
Our union is able to operate freely 
and negotiate on conditions. Of 
course, nothing is perfect; there 
was an adjustment period as it is 
so different from other workplaces, 
but having a union helps keep things 
in check and means we can deal in 
a relaxed way with any issues that 
do come up.

“Finally we have the kind of workplace
that we want. Alta Gracia has a happy
and stable workforce, which is really
efficient. Nobody ever wants to leave
and we have lots of people who want 
to work here. We hope that we can
keep on growing and give this
opportunity to more of the workers 
in this community.”

Alta Gracia: Building communities, changing lives
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2 The global state of pay

The prospect of earning a living wage 
is still a distant aspiration for millions
around the world. As the impacts of 
the global economic crisis continue 
to reverberate, life is getting no better
for low paid workers. One of the
impacts of the crisis has been a stark
change in the distribution of wealth,
both internationally and within
countries. The 2012/13 Global Wage
Report published by the ILO reveals
that average real wage growth is falling
year by year, from 3% in 2007 to just
1.2% in 2011. The report also highlights
a growing gap between the top 10% and
the bottom 10% of wage earners, while
the share of national income that goes
to the labour force is declining in many
countries across the world. 14

2.1 Poverty wages
The problem of low wages is not limited 
to one sector or to one geographical area. 
In fact, wage deflation is particularly stark 
in countries normally considered to be the
wealthiest. For example, in the UK over five
million workers, including three million
women, are now paid below £7.45 an hour –
the amount calculated as the minimum wage
needed for an acceptable standard of living
outside London. More than three million
households – 13% of the total – have at 
least one adult earning below the living wage.
In the most deprived areas of the country,
such as Wales and north-east England, over
30% of all workers are earning less than the
living wage.15

In the world’s poorer countries, the figures
are even starker. In South Africa, 40% of
workers still live on poverty wages. Farm
workers receive a minimum wage of just 
£5-6 a day, which equates to the cost of just 
2 kilos of chicken.16 In Bangladesh (see box), 

most of the working population are earning
well below a living wage.

The scandal of poverty wages is no accident,
but a direct result of the current model 
of corporate globalisation promoted by
economically powerful trading nations such 
as the European Union and the USA through
international organisations such as the World
Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Trade Organisation (WTO).
This model is now also being promoted by
the emerging economies known as the BRICS
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa),
as well as by many other governments
seeking to expand the reach of capital 
into the global economy.

Through clauses embedded in trade and
investment agreements, through debt relief
programmes and WTO rules, governments
are forced to privatise publicly owned
companies (such as transport, water and
energy), to deregulate labour and financial
markets and to promote trade in public
services. At the same time, transnational
corporations have been exempted from 
the responsibilities they should have 
towards the citizens of each country in 
which they operate. Instead, corporations and
international investors have been given ever
more rights to demand full and unfettered
access to any market they choose. These
rights are enforced through international
arbitration tribunals such as the World Bank’s
International Centre for Settlement of
Investment Disputes (ICSID), which allow
investors to sue states they consider to 
have adversely affected their investments.17

Together, these agreements have created
what has been described by the UN
Secretary-General’s former special
representative on business and human rights,
John Ruggie, as a “permissive environment 
for wrongful acts by companies of all 
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kinds without adequate sanctioning 
or reparation.”18

In turn, these agreements and polices 
have severely undermined the social,
environmental and economic rights of the
citizens of those countries affected. The
opening up of global markets has created
fierce competition between and within
countries, all hoping to attract foreign
investment in their quest to increase 
their own growth prospects. One way
governments have tried to do this is by
reducing the legal protection of workers’
rights, in the name of creating a more ‘flexible’
workforce. This has led to an increase in
precarious work, a reduction in employee
benefits, a lengthening of legal working 

and overtime hours and the setting of
minimum wages at levels well below the 
cost of living.

The strengthening of corporate power
combined with the weakening of citizens’
rights has enabled transnational corporations
to demand terms of trade that reduce their
costs and minimise their risks. The costs 
and risks are thus pushed down the supply
chain to the factories and farms in poorer
countries that produce goods for export to
the markets of the rich world. The removal 
of employment rights makes it difficult for
workers in such countries to organise or join
trade unions to fight against these pressures.
Ultimately it is the workers themselves who
are forced to bear the costs.

A living wage
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Garment workers in Bangladesh are
among the lowest paid in the world, 
in an industry renowned for poverty
wages and appalling working conditions.
Research carried out by War on Want
partners in Bangladesh revealed what
poverty wages really mean for the 
3.6 million workers employed in the
country’s garment industry:

“My daughter is now 8 years old, and I
need to spend nearly 2,000 taka for her
monthly education. I earn 5,000 taka on
average every month; out of this money 
I have to give 2,500 taka for our food and
shelter to my uncle. After this nothing is
possible but to look out for more. I cannot
save up… I need to save some money for
my daughter’s dowry.”

There are a number of studies 
that have calculated the exact level 
of a living wage in Bangladesh (see 
next chapter). What is clear, however, 
is that the current minimum wage 
for garment workers – just 3,000 taka 
(£25) per month – is far below what 
is needed to feed a family. Research
published in 2011 by War on Want
already found average household
expenditure on basic needs in the
capital, Dhaka, to be 8,896 taka (£75)
per month, and other studies have
determined that a living wage would 
be considerably higher still.19

The workers we interviewed were
extremely worried about their 
inability to provide a nutritious diet, 
and associated this poor diet with
frequent illness and stunted growth
among their children. For example,
eggs are now the main or only source 
of protein in a garment worker’s diet, 
as most are unable to afford the meat
traditionally used in Bangladesh food. 
A garment worker on an average 
wage can only afford to buy four eggs 
a month for her family. 

Of course, food is not the only
expenditure for families, and workers
have to cut costs in other ways too. 
This includes living in housing that is
crowded and sub-standard. Most
workers live in ‘colonies’: one-room
living quarters housing families as 
big as 10 which line the narrow
pathways of most workers’
communities. Bathrooms are shared
with up to 15 other families, and
cooking spaces are shared in common
between seven families. 

In order to keep up with basic living
expenses, workers feel pressured to
work as much as they can. Many are
working 10 hours a day, seven days a
week – well over the legally stipulated
48 hours for a normal working week, 
or the maximum 57 hours that are
permitted with overtime. These long
hours spent in the factory leave little
time for any kind of family or social life,
or any time for rest. On top of this,
garment workers are routinely abused
if they fail to keep up with their
punishing schedule. In the words 
of one woman worker:

“With overtime, I work 12 hours every day.
In the last month, I worked 6 night shifts.
If by any chance I happen to come a little
late to work, they yell at me in front of
everyone with the most foul words.”

War on Want research has uncovered
significant pay disparity between 
male and female garment workers.
Almost half of the total factories
surveyed gave lower starting wages to
newly recruited women compared to
equally qualified men, and many female
employees are promoted much later
than their male counterparts. We also
found that male workers receive a
higher wage than women, even when
they are promoted at the same time 
to the same job.

Life on the minimum in Bangladesh
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2.2 Rising inequality
The current era of globalisation is based on 
a neoliberal economic model of unregulated
competition, whereby corporations are free
to scour the world looking for the cheapest
way of producing their goods and services in
order to maximise their profits. Proponents
of this model claim that the promotion of
free trade and unhindered competition is 
the most efficient way to provide goods and
services for mass consumption, and that
profits made at the top will ‘trickle down’ 
to those at the bottom in the form of 
higher levels of employment and cheaper
consumer goods. This model is promoted by
corporations, academics and the mass media
as the only rational way to organise the global
economy, with any attempts to regulate the
actions of corporations criticised as an attack
on freedom and a barrier to development. 

Yet there is no evidence to suggest that 
this economic system has delivered a higher
standard of living to the majority of the
world’s population. Even in countries where
neoliberal policies have resulted in increased
economic growth, they have failed to improve
the lives of the poorest. They have instead
contributed to increasing inequality both
within and between countries. A report
produced in 2012 by the Africa Progress
Panel found that while most countries in
Africa have experienced growth figures 
of over 4% in recent years, over half of all
Africans are still living on incomes below 
the internationally accepted benchmark 
for extreme poverty of $1.25 a day.20

Wealth gaps between the richest and poorest
around the world are growing fast, with the

top 1% of individuals seeing their 
incomes increase massively over the 
last 20 years.21 This trend is not limited 
to a particular country or place. In China, 
the top 10% now take home nearly 60% 
of national income, while in the USA the
share of national income going to the 
top 1% has doubled since 1980 and 
now stands at 20%. In South Africa, 
wealth inequality is even worse now 
than at the end of the apartheid era.22

A recent report by Bloomberg calculated 
that the 200 richest individuals in the world
enjoy a combined wealth of over $2.7 trillion,
at a time when the poorest 3.5 billion people
(half the global population) together hold
only $2.5 trillion. This list of billionaires
includes the owners of clothing, food, mining
and jewellery companies: the ultimate
employers of millions of low paid workers
fighting for a living wage around the world.23

There is a growing consensus on the need 
to tackle the increase in wealth inequality. 
In its 2013 Global Risks report, the World
Economic Forum identified severe income
disparity as one of the top two prevalent
global risks.24 The IMF has warned that 
global inequality could lead to increased 
social and political instability, with disastrous
consequences for the world economy.25 

The fight for a living wage could play an
important part in reversing this trend, leading
to a fairer distribution of wealth between
workers and employers, contributing to
poverty reduction among low paid workers
and ensuring more of the wealth created
within poor countries stays in the local
economy instead of being transferred 
to the pockets of the rich.
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Farm workers in South Africa 
mounted two waves of strike action 
in late 2012 and early 2013, and won 
a 52% increase in the minimum wage.
Patricia Dyata, General Secretary of
Sikhula Sonke, a women-led union of
farm workers in the Western Cape 
and long-term partner of War on Want,
told us what poverty wages mean for
South African workers, their families
and their communities.

“South African farm workers want the
same as everyone else: to be able to
feed and clothe their children, provide
shelter and keep them warm. Yet for
them this isn’t possible – wages are so
low that some parents have to choose
what night of the week they eat. No
mother should be forced to choose
when she will feed her kids. 

“The youth in South Africa have no
future. A survey of children living in 
the Western Cape in 2010 showed that
between 60% and 80% of children drop
out at grade 10 because they can’t
afford the fees for high school or the
uniforms they are required to wear.
Employers are no longer giving jobs 
to those young people who grew up on
the farms. They want to bring in people
from the outside, to employ labour
brokers to bring in workers that have
even less rights and benefits. These
young people are getting thrown 
off the farms, with no education and 
no possibility of work, and now we 
have a situation where the youth are
killing each other. The media and the
politicians claim that they are just 
thugs and hooligans, but this is not true.
People are hungry, they see others
having good food, good homes and good
lives, all things that they want and can’t
have. It is hard for them to resist. 

“We have to work long hours and have
no time to be with our kids. We know
that they are at risk of being drawn 
into gangs, getting into drugs and into
crime. Our daughters are vulnerable to

exploitation, but we can’t be there to
watch them and protect them. We are
working all day and don’t know what is
happening to our children. This is a
constant worry.

“Few workers are able to access 
quality health care. Many workers have
to walk miles to the nearest clinic and
even then most cannot afford the
treatment they need. By now AIDS
should be on the decrease, but it
continues to rise among workers as
they can’t access the medicine they
need. Women in particular are suffering
from this. Even though many women
are the main breadwinners of the
household, few can get permanent jobs
and are forced to rely on seasonal work
with no benefits. They can’t access
housing in their own right or earn
enough to care for themselves and their
kids, so they remain trapped and
vulnerable. They cannot push for their
husbands to use protection, and they
continue to submit to abusive and
destructive relationships. 

“The number of migrant workers
employed on farms is increasing. They
are brought over by labour agents from
Mozambique. These workers are even
more exploited and vulnerable than we
are. They have no rights at all and are
totally reliant on their employer. If a
migrant worker tries to join a union,
they are deported immediately. 
The employers use the presence of
migrant workers to try to divide us.
Xenophobia is on the increase as 
South African workers feel migrant
workers are undermining their wage
and conditions, but this is not the 
fault of the migrant workers. 

“Farm workers have never been on
strike in their lives, but they would
rather die with dignity than carry 
on living like this. Workers, wherever
they are from, don’t deserve to live 
like this. All workers are entitled to 
earn a living wage.” 

South Africa: the human cost of low wages
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3.1 Calculating a living wage
Opponents often argue that a living wage 
is impossible to define. In reality, although
setting a standard that applies to the varying
circumstances of every worker is not simple,
most attempts to develop a figure for the
living wage in different countries and
locations are remarkably similar. Calculations
are normally based on national statistics
defining what should be included in a measure
of basic needs, and these are in turn broken
down to include a ‘basket’ of goods to cover
both food and non-food expenditure. Some
calculations factor in a number of more
complex variables (family size, availability of

social security, nutritional needs etc). Others
make assumptions in regard to costs and
family size and work from that point.

As already explained, the living wage is a
demand for wages to be calculated according
to what is needed to guarantee a worker
their human right to live in dignity. Once 
this basic principle is accepted, the method 
of calculation, the list of goods to be 
included and the number of people one 
wage needs to provide for can be negotiated
and agreed. The following table provides an
overview of calculation methods from some
of the living wage campaigns described 
in this report:

3 Understanding the living wage

Table 1: Varying methods of calculating a living wage

Alta
Gracia,
Dominican
Republic

Asia Floor
Wage

Baltimore,
USA

United
Kingdom

Basket of goods
(food)

Food bought 
at local 
market rates

Basic foods 
bought at local
market rates
providing 3,000
calories per adult

n/a 

Everyday food
bought at Tesco
supermarket

Basket of goods
(non-food)

Includes 25%
additional amount
for discretionary
income and 7.5%
for savings

Workers assumed
to spend same on
non-food as on
food goods

n/a

Rent, child care,
clothing, transport,
internet, phone,
social and cultural
activities

Family size

1 adult, 2
children

2 adults, 2
children

2 adults, 
2 children

1-2 adults, 
3-4 children

Increase?

Annually 
by inflation

Annually 

n/a

Annually

Who calculates?

Initial calculation
done by Worker
Rights Consortium

Surveys done on
basket of goods in
each country; final
figure negotiated
based on average
across the
countries

Living wage defined
as what is needed
to meet the federal
poverty threshold

Centre for
Research in 
Social Policy,
Loughborough
University



Th
e 
Li
vi
ng
 W
ag
e 
W
in
ni
ng
 th
e 
fig

ht
 fo
r s
oc
ia
l j
us
tic

e

16

3.2 Living vs minimum wages
The fact that there is a legal minimum 
wage in many countries around the world 
is a testament to hard won struggles fought
by workers and their unions against poverty
wages over the years. Yet the minimum wage
is rarely sufficient to provide enough for a
worker and their family to live in dignity.
Indeed, it is the failure of the minimum wage
to keep pace with the needs of working
people that has inspired campaigns for 
a living wage.

Minimum wages are not calculated according
to the needs of workers but are based
instead on what the government, national
wage board or other appointed body

determines that the market can bear. 
The wage figure for each country 
and employment sector is normally 
decided through a process of research,
consultation and/or negotiation which 
will attempt to balance the needs of an
individual worker with prevailing labour
market rates. This process is political: the 
level at which the minimum wage is set is
often dependent on the comparative 
strength of the different actors involved. 
In countries where trade unions and the
wider labour movement have a strong 
voice, the minimum wage may be closer 
to a living wage level. Where capital and
business interests are strong, the 
minimum wage can be almost worthless 
as a measure of a fair or living wage. 

Country Minimum wage Living wage

Dominican Republic 6,376 pesos (£100) 18,153 pesos (£287)

Cambodia US$75 (£50) US$283 (£187)

United Kingdom £6.19 per hour £7.45 per hour

Indonesia 2,244,600 rupiah (£150) 3,015,230 rupiah (£200)

Table 2: Comparison of minimum vs living wage rates (monthly, except UK)

Sources: Worker Rights Consortium, January 2013, Asia Floor Wage figure for 2011, Living Wage Foundation, Asia Floor Wage figure for 2012
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3.3 A living minimum wage?
If the basic human rights of all workers 
are to be fully respected, then the minimum
wage should not fall below living wage levels.
Increasingly, more and more campaigners are
calling for the legal minimum wage to be set
according to the needs of working people,
not market rates, and thus to become a living
wage. However, not all living wage campaigns
demand that the minimum wage itself be 
set at the level of a living wage. For some,
there are tactical advantages to keeping 
the two levels separate, even if only for 
a transitional period.

The UK Living Wage Campaign made a
conscious choice not to campaign for the
minimum wage to be raised to match the
living wage. Campaigners believed that
attempting to push the minimum wage 
up to a living wage figure would make 
their demand economically and politically

unrealistic in the short term, particularly for
small and medium businesses, and therefore
more difficult to obtain. They chose instead 
to target employers who were considered
easily able to afford a living wage, and to 
build broader acceptance of the concept 
of a living wage by persuading those
companies to agree to it voluntarily.26

Whatever tactics are chosen in any given
situation, campaigns for a living wage 
should actively support demands for the
establishment of a minimum wage where such
a legal requirement does not yet exist, and
should use the concept of the living wage 
to argue for increases to the minimum wage
so that it meets workers’ needs. Ultimately,
these campaigns can represent a first and
practical step towards a future where a living
wage is the norm. The call for a living wage
can also provide ammunition for local
demands for wage increases, and as such 
help create a greater space for negotiation. 

War on Want: Living wage campaign

Photo: W
ar on W

ant
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Defining a living wage in Bangladesh has
long been controversial. The garment
industry, which employs millions of
mainly women workers, is notorious for
low pay and unsafe working conditions,
as witnessed by the horrific Rana Plaza
building collapse of 24 April 2013, which
killed at least 1,129 people. Yet the
industry is also dependent for its
survival on its ability to provide cheap
clothing for the low-cost fast fashion
industry based in Europe and North
America. Researchers attempting to
develop a living wage figure for the
industry have found few people willing
to discuss the topic, keen to avoid
getting dragged into an argument
between a decent wage for workers and
the protection of an industry on which
so many Bangladeshi families are
dependent. Yet the failure to come to
an agreed figure around which the
labour movement can unite has proved
to be a major barrier in demanding that

workers receive anything close 
to a living wage.

The Fair Wear Foundation, a Dutch
multi-stakeholder organisation, has
developed the concept of a wage 
ladder to help companies, factories,
trade unions and NGOs work towards 
a living wage. The wage ladder uses 
a benchmarking system to chart 
income levels relative to various 
costs and wage standards in a country
or region. This is now being used by
campaigners to push brands and
retailers to ensure the wages paid 
to workers in their supply chain are
increased. The graph below shows 
a wage ladder marking the legal
minimum, average incomes, trade 
union demands, average expenditure
and the Asia Floor Wage figure. It
demonstrates clearly how much wages
would need to increase if a living wage
is to be achieved in Bangladesh:

A wage ladder for Bangladesh 

Wage Ladder Bangladesh

1) Estimate of living wage AMRF 2010 (as of: April 2010)
2) Trade union demand during negotiations 2010 (as of: June 2010)
3) Legal Minimum wage (as of: November 2010)
4) Asia Floor Wage (as of: May 2011)

This chart was created using the Fair Wear Foundation
wage ladder tool, which is available for public use. The 
wage ladder tool is provided for information purposes 
only. This chart does not imply that the user is a member 
of or certified by Fair Wear Foundation. Please visit
www.fairwear.org for more information.
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12248 Asia Floor Wage 4)
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3.4 Other labour rights
Although campaigning for an hourly wage 
that is sufficient to provide for the basic
needs of a worker and their family is
important, there are other labour rights that
must also be respected if a living wage is to
make a meaningful difference to the lives 
of low-income families. 

a) Freedom of association
All major human rights conventions include
the right to freedom of association, whereby
workers are entitled to join together with
others (normally in trade unions) in order to
make collective demands on their employer.
Having a trade union in the workplace means
that workers can bring complaints against
abusive practices, negotiate together on pay
and conditions, and raise concerns over long
working hours or safety issues. On a sectoral,
national or international level, a strong labour
movement can operate as a counterbalance
to the power of corporations.

In recent decades, trade unions have come
under increasing attack across the world. 
The increase in precarious work (see below)
has undermined their ability to organise, 
and many low paid workers feel unable to
join or organise a union. Partly as a result 
of this, trade unions around the world have
seen stark declines in their membership and 
a weakening of their ability to defend rights. 
In the UK, trade union membership has been
shrinking since its peak in the late 1970s,
when 13 million British workers were
members of a trade union.27 By 2011 only 
6.4 million workers were trade union
members.28 Similar declines in membership
have been seen in North America,29 Europe,30

Asia31 and Australia. 

Efforts to defend the right to freedom of
association for low paid workers are an

essential part of any movement for a living
wage. Any gains won though wage campaigns
will only be sustained if workers themselves,
through their own trade unions, are able to
ensure employers continue to pay wages that
provide for their basic needs in the long term.
All living wage campaigns must be careful 
to reinforce rather than undermine trade
union rights. 

b) Job security
Low paid workers are fighting not only
declining wages but also increasing job
insecurity. Many are now employed on a
variety of fixed or short-term contracts, 
and many more are employed through 
labour agents rather than directly by the
company where they carry out their job. 
The increase in precarious work is a direct
result of policies aimed at introducing a 
more ‘flexible’ labour force.

In Indonesia, the use of short-term contracts
has become widespread in the manufacturing
industry. Indonesian trade unions estimate
that the number of permanently employed
workers in the formal labour force fell from
67% in 2005 to only 35% in 2011. These
workers are normally employed on repeated
three month contracts, then employed for 
a short period through a labour agent and
then re-employed on new short-term
contracts – all in an effort to deny them the
rights and entitlements they would receive 
as permanent workers.32 Workers employed
under such contracts live in constant
insecurity. This makes it impossible for them
or their families to plan their expenditure, 
to save for unforeseen circumstances or 
to invest in long-term purchases such as
housing, transport or education. 

A living wage is only meaningful if workers
are given a fixed and adequate number of
working hours per week. The use of ‘zero



hour’ contracts is becoming more common,
where an employee has a permanent contract
with an employer but has no idea how many
hours each week they will be expected to
work. Other low paid workers are employed
for a very small number of hours each week,
requiring them to take on several jobs to
make ends meet. In London, for example, a
job cleaning at a university or at an office in
Canary Wharf may only provide two or three
hours’ work, and many cleaners have a
number of different jobs, each providing only
a few hours a week. Often these jobs will be
scattered across London, and each will
require the worker to be at work in the very
early morning or late evening. The amount of
money a worker needs to spend on travel
and childcare also detracts from the value of
a living wage and adds significant extra time
to the working day.

Living wage campaigns need to link wages
with terms of employment. A number of
campaigns have already started doing this:
Queen Mary, University of London agreed to
bring its entire cleaning staff back in-house
after recognising that the use of labour agents
and temporary staff made the implementation
of a living wage impossible. In Indonesia,
campaigners have explicitly linked the living
wage and secure employment together as
part of their campaign.

c) Labour agents
Many low paid workers are now employed 
by labour agents rather than directly by the
company or organisation that owns their
workplace. This is happening in both the
private and the public sectors, where private
companies are used to provide building
maintenance, construction, security, cleaning,
catering and administrative services. 

Labour agencies or brokers who provide
workers for service contracts such as

cleaning, security or catering compete 
with other similar providers for tenders. 
Their entire business model operates on
being able to sell the labour of others at 
a profit while providing services at as low 
a cost as possible. This system prevents
workers from demanding a living wage, as
labour costs are already pre-agreed as part 
of the tender process. 

Companies use labour agents in order 
to save on costs involved in directly
employing someone to do the same job 
and to avoid responsibility for the pay 
and working conditions for the workers
themselves. It also means that the workers 
in a single workplace such as a hospital or
factory no longer have a single employer, but
are all legally working for different bosses.
This makes organising and bargaining for
improved rights within that workplace both
practically and legally impossible.

Thousands of workers, particularly 
migrant workers, are obliged to pay 
fees to the labour agent for arranging
paperwork, contracts, immigration
documents, uniforms or simply for finding
them work. Many migrant workers will also
have a significant part of their salary deducted
for low quality food and overcrowded,
substandard accommodation.33

d) Social security 
Almost all workers receive less in their pay
packet than the hourly wage they are
contracted for. Deductions are made from
this gross salary as contributions to social
security schemes, pensions, taxes and job-
related expenses such as uniforms, food,
accommodation or transport. A living wage
needs to provide for the basic needs of a
family, and must therefore be calculated as
take-home pay: the amount the worker
receives after these deductions are made.
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Just as important are the social security
provisions that a worker can access. For 
low paid workers, whose ability to save for
the future is limited, rights such as maternity
pay, sick pay, holiday pay, pensions and
unemployment insurance are vital to ensure
that sudden changes in circumstances will not
plunge them back into poverty. These rights
also mean a worker is able to take holidays
with their family, look after sick relatives or
children, and maintain a healthy and stress-
free pregnancy, all of which contribute to a
decent quality of life and all of which are of
particular importance for women workers. 

Many low paid workers, particularly those
employed on short-term contracts, through
labour agents or on a ‘self-employed’ basis,
are denied these basic rights. A number 
of the living wage campaigns featured in 
this report have included provision of
improved sick pay, holiday pay and maternity
rights in their demands for a living wage.

e) Migrant workers
Millions of workers around the world 
are living and working outside the country 
or region of birth. Migrant workers are 
often employed in low paid jobs and
systematically deprived of the rights 
provided to local workers. 

Wages are a particular issue for migrant
workers, as the wages they receive rarely
match those promised by the labour agents
that are normally involved in recruiting them.
At the same time, migrant workers incur
significant costs for travel, legal documents
and agents’ fees; most have to borrow money
from family and friends, money lenders 
or the labour agent themselves.34 As 
migrant workers, they are expected to 
send remittances back to their families 
and are subject to wage deductions for
accommodation, food and health insurance. 

The right to earn a living wage applies to all
workers, regardless of their country of origin
or legal status. Yet often migrant workers,
who are even more vulnerable to
exploitation than their local colleagues, are
systematically denied the right to an equal
wage, let alone a living wage. 

Migrant workers face significant barriers 
to organising and are often unable to 
access legal protection for their rights. 
This means that, although strikes or other
forms of industrial action are not uncommon
in the migrant worker community, such
struggles are usually short-lived and often
result in the loss of the legal right to work,
and ultimately deportation.



Consuelo and Lenin are activists 
from Justice for Cleaners, a campaign
demanding a living wage, union
recognition and direct employment 
for cleaners at London universities.
Here they tell us about their struggle.

Consuelo: I came here, like most
migrants, to find a better future. Once 
I arrived I came up against a lot of
barriers, like having a different culture. 
I ended up working as a cleaner at the
School of Oriental and African Studies
in London. As cleaners we suffered a lot
of injustice such as unfair pay and abuse.
We had no information about our
rights and this is what the company
takes most advantage of. They make
changes to our work and we never
know why. We never know about them
until it is too late. We have said they
should tell us if they are making
changes to holidays, but they never do.

In 2007, after three months of us 
not getting paid, the cleaners came
together and joined UNISON in 
order to demand that our rights 
are respected. We organised a
demonstration, got petitions signed,
made posters and sent letters to the
university and to Labour MPs. We also
managed to get support from the
students and lecturers here. We were
demanding a London Living Wage, the
recognition of our union and direct
employment by the university. 

Finally we won the fight for the living
wage and for union recognition. This 
has really helped the families of the
cleaners economically, and due to the
support we got from the students and
staff here it has made us more viable 
as workers. We are very grateful for the
unconditional support we were given.
We felt before that nobody knew us or
cared. We were simply the cleaners and

nothing more. Now they know us, 
they listen to us, they support us.

Lenin: Unfortunately, despite these
gains, the fight for our labour rights
continues. After we won the living 
wage, the company carried out reprisals
against our union. They called in the
immigration authorities and got a
number of our friends deported, even
though they hired them in the first
place because of their vulnerability to
exploitation. Although they recognised
our union, they have never been willing
to negotiate with them or come to any
agreements, even in those cases where
rulings have been made in our favour.
We get no sick pay, no holiday pay and
no pension, and we are discriminated
against, humiliated and victimised. 

For all these reasons, we continue 
to demand direct employment from
the university, but they don’t want 
to do this, they think it is too expensive.
Yet, although we work through
intermediaries, our work is directly 
in the university: for it to be nice, for
people to be able to study and work, 
for the place to be clean. So they should
take us into account. We deserve it!

As workers and human beings we must
join together and demand our rights.
We have to fight with solidarity,
optimism and bravery and not allow
anyone to treat us as though we are
worthless. We deserve to be treated the
same as any other workers and to have
our rights respected. We have to start
fighting now, not just for a living wage
but for our dignity. We can’t wait for
tomorrow; we have to keep fighting
until we win. 

For more information:
soasunion.org/campaigns/
justice-for-cleaners[end box]
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UK: Cleaners join together to fight for a living wage 
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4.1 Alta Gracia: a living 
wage factory
The Alta Gracia factory in the Dominican
Republic is the first and to date the only living
wage garment factory in the world. Described
by its employees as “the kind of workplace all
workers dream of”, it has proved that respect
for workers’ rights is possible in an industry
as competitive as the garment and
sportswear industry.35

Alta Gracia was set up by the American
company Knights Apparel, which wanted to
see if it was possible to provide reasonably
priced and ethically produced clothing for the
student market. After engaging in extensive
dialogue with a range of labour and student
organisations, Knights Apparel agreed that
their new factory would set out to provide a
real living wage, the full range of trade union
rights and good health and safety practices.
They also agreed to establish the factory on
the site of the now closed BJ&B factory,

where union activists had fought for a decade
for the recognition of their trade union and
improved labour rights (see box). 

The Worker Rights Consortium was
mandated to calculate a living wage level 
that would be sufficient to maintain a decent
standard of living for one adult and two
children. Workers, trade unions and local
experts were consulted on what items should
be included in a basic basket of goods and
services; a survey was then conducted to
calculate the cost of these items in local
shops and markets. An extra 2.5% was 
added as discretionary income and a further
7.5% for savings. Employer and employee
deductions were also included in the final
figure. The living wage for 2010 was calculated
to be 235,987 pesos a year (£3,700). This
figure was over three times the minimum
wage in the Dominican Republic, which in
2010 (the time of calculation) was 70,200
pesos a year (£1,100). The wage figure is
linked to inflation and increased annually.36

“If we wanted to get decent treatment, 
we really had to reach out and find allies.
It wouldn’t have been possible to get a
union otherwise.” Maritza Vargas,
President of SITRALPRO

In 2001, 150 workers at the huge BJ&B
factory were fired for organising a trade
union to challenge appalling conditions
and poverty wages. The union reached
out to United Students Against
Sweatshops asking for support. In April
2003, following a long international
campaign in North America and
Europe, the union was finally able to
sign a collective bargaining agreement
with management, the first ever to be

signed in a Dominican Republic free
trade zone. The agreement included 
a 10% increase in wages, productivity
bonuses and other benefits.37

The change was short lived. Less than
one year after the agreement was
signed, BJ&B management began to
reduce the workforce, shifting work to
other factories both within and outside
the Dominican Republic. In February
2007 the management suddenly
announced it was closing the factory.
The closure devastated the community,
leaving thousands of workers
unemployed and with little hope 
of finding new work.

4 Local living wage campaigns

THE ROOTS OF ALTA GRACIA: 
UNION STRUGGLE AND INTERNATIONAL SOLIDARITY



For the Alta Gracia project to remain
credible, it was important to ensure that the
originally agreed standards were maintained.
As the factory has fully recognised the trade
union and engages in collective bargaining
with its representatives, workers are able to
resolve most issues at the factory level.
SITRALPRO has maintained its direct links
with United Students Against Sweatshops 
and with other student and fair trade groups
across the USA, meaning workers are able 
to raise any unresolved issues directly with
consumers. The Worker Rights Consortium
has free and regular access to the factory 
and the workers, and produces monthly
reports on conditions at Alta Gracia that 
are publicly available. 

The target market for Alta Gracia was 
always intended to be (although not limited
to) university outlets, including both
independent and chain stores. The
involvement of Knights Apparel, an existing
college supplier, meant access to this target
market was reasonably open. The presence 
of a highly visible and active student 
anti-sweatshop movement has also facilitated
the success of Alta Gracia. After years of
campaigning against sweatshops, students
were now able to promote university
products that were verifiably sweatshop-free
and that were produced by workers with a
long history of student-worker solidarity.
These groups actively began to promote the
Alta Gracia brand to university-owned
outlets, book stores and churches in and
around their campuses, allowing for the brand
to become quickly established as an
alternative to the major sportswear brands.

The workers themselves are the face of the
Alta Gracia brand. Every label on every Alta
Gracia garment carries the face of one of
workers. Promotion also includes regular
workers’ tours, where Alta Gracia employees

can talk directly to consumers about their
experience. Retail outlets also display
promotional boards carrying the personal
stories of all those involved in the Alta 
Gracia story. 

The difference between Alta Gracia and
mainstream garment suppliers is not just the
wages its workers earn. Workers testify to a
fundamental shift in the power relations
between them and their employer, and a
workplace that is based on respect for the
dignity and rights of its employees. There is
no reason why such a scenario cannot be
replicated throughout garment supply chains,
but consumers need to be cautious about
companies that claim to pay a living wage but
fail to implement the checks and balances
integral to the Alta Gracia model. 

Alta Gracia proves that it is possible to do
things differently. If the combination of an
organised workforce, socially aware
consumers and a company with the political
will to do things differently could be adopted
more widely, then the garment industry could
finally deliver a way out of poverty for both
its workers and the communities where 
it operates. 

4.2 Baltimore living 
wage ordinance
The first US living wage campaign began in
Baltimore as an initiative of Baltimoreans
United in Leadership Development
(BUILD).38 Baltimore had suffered a dramatic
decline in the availability of decent work in
the decades leading up to the living wage
campaign. This was in part due to the
contracting out of previous public sector jobs
to private sector companies, which offered
lower paid, less secure part-time employment
to workers doing identical jobs.
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In early 1994, BUILD teamed up with the
American Federation of State, County, and
Municipal Employees (AFSCME), the largest
union representing government employees, 
to launch a campaign calling on the City of
Baltimore to include living wage clauses in 
all its service contracts. The campaign argued
that workers employed on projects funded or
subsidised by the city should be paid enough
to keep their families out of poverty. 

The first step was to demand a ‘right to
organise’ ordinance, which would void the
contract of any contractor who fired a
worker for organising. Fired workers would
then be put on the city payroll.39 This
ordinance was passed in the summer of 
2004 and was immediately followed by an
intensive joint organising campaign, leading 

to the recruitment of over 3,000 low wage
workers into the newly formed Solidarity
Sponsoring Committee, an organisation 
of low wage workers that became central 
to the success of the living wage campaign.40

The next step was a mass campaign which
called on the mayor of Baltimore to cut off
subsidies to employers until they signed up 
to a plan to pay living wages to all their staff.
Mass actions were organised in support 
of this demand, and the campaign was able 
to get support from local politicians by
successfully exploiting political divisions 
in the run-up to city elections. Despite strong
opposition from the business community and
some sectors of the city government, the
terms of a bill were negotiated and the Living
Wage Ordinance came into effect in 1995.41

Baltimore City
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The ordinance required private contractors
performing services for the city to pay
workers employed on those contracts a
stipulated minimum hourly wage of $6.10 per
hour, beginning in fiscal year 1996. This figure
was based on the poverty level for a family 
of four, and would be raised annually in line 
with inflation. The ordinance applied to any
contractor providing services to the city 
and operating contracts of over $5,000.42

There is a general consensus that the costs 
to the city of implementing the living wage
ordinance have been insignificant. One
analysis of 26 contracts affected by the law
showed that in the first two years of its
implementation the costs of contracts to the
city had actually decreased. The reasons for
this are unclear, but could be a result of lower
profit margins for contractors, increased
productivity and lower labour turnover.43

The creation of the Solidarity Sponsoring
Committee was vital in holding contractors
to account. For example, by autumn 1996,
almost two years after the legislation was
passed, 26 school bus companies were still
paying their school bus aides below the
mandated living wage of $6.60.44 The agencies
employed to monitor the implementation 
of the living wage had failed to notice this
discrepancy, and it was down to organisers
from the Solidarity Sponsoring Committee 
to raise the case with the city, finally winning
the mandated pay increases and the back 
pay for the time workers had not been paid
the correct amount.

Studies carried out in the years following the
passing of the living wage ordinance estimate
that around 1,494 jobs were affected by the
new legislation; as not all jobs were carried
out by one person, the number of individuals
affected could be much higher. Workers who
receive the increased wage have reported

increased financial security and a greater
sense of worth and job satisfaction since the
ordinance was passed. In the words of one
worker:  “Now I don’t have to worry about
going out and finding another job. I’m
comfortable paying my bills. I get to spend 
my money in the neighbourhood....There’s 
a lot of different things that I can do 
in the community.”45

The creation of an organisation specifically
representing low paid workers is one of the
most important long-term impacts of the
Baltimore campaign.  With the continued
support of BUILD and AFSCME, the Solidarity
Sponsoring Committee has been able to win
more benefits for low paid workers, including
protection from contract changes, increased
access to benefits and the right to organise.46

Baltimore’s success has in turn inspired the
establishment of living wage campaigns across
the USA, and living wage ordinances have
now been adopted by well over 100 US cities
and localities. The campaign has also been
cited as an inspiration by London Citizens,
the organisation behind the London Living
Wage campaign, which triggered a similar
movement in the UK. 

4.3 London Living 
Wage campaign
The UK’s first living wage campaign was
launched in 2001 by The East London
Communities Organisation (TELCO).47

TELCO noted that, despite the introduction
of the national minimum wage one year
earlier, many workers were still struggling 
to earn enough to lift their families out of
poverty. TELCO began their campaign by
mapping out who low wage workers were
and where they were being employed. They
found that low pay affected both directly 
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and indirectly employed workers in catering,
retail, hotels and public services. Many of 
the lowest paid workers were employed by
labour agents to provide services such as
cleaning and security to large corporations
and public institutions in the capital. 

The fact that many of these workers were
employed through labour agencies made it
difficult for them to demand wage increases
beyond the minimum wage. The terms and
conditions under which they were employed
were set not simply by the labour agent, but
as part of the terms negotiated when the
tender or contract was agreed. TELCO
decided that those large companies and
public institutions that were the ultimate
employers of low paid workers would be the
target of their campaign. Their aim was to use
public campaigning and workplace organising
to force these employers to agree to pay a
living wage to all staff, whether they were
employed directly or indirectly.

Initial research commissioned by UNISON
into the cost of living in the four boroughs 
of East London found that workers would
need to earn a living wage of £6.40 an hour
to meet their basic needs, almost £2 higher
than the £4.50 minimum wage at that time.
This figure assumed that a family lived in 
local authority housing, were all in good
health, could walk or cycle to school, had 
no debts and claimed full social security
entitlements.48 The figure was revised 
by the London Living Wage campaign each
year until 2005, when the Mayor of London
agreed to establish a Living Wage unit to
research and publish an annual living wage 
for the capital. The momentum behind the
campaign built quickly through public actions,
conferences and events. It was taken on as a
key campaign of London Citizens, a coalition
of community groups across London,
including TELCO.

The first public institutions to be targeted by
the campaign were five East London hospitals,
where a large number of cleaners and
support staff were employed through labour
agencies. Activists from trade unions, religious
organisations and community groups used
petitions, media exposure and industrial
action to support their demand for a living
wage. In June 2003, Homerton Hospital
agreed to provide contract workers the same
pay and conditions as National Health Service
(NHS) staff. By 2006, all five hospitals had
made similar agreements, with one (Royal
London) deciding to bring all staff back into
direct employment. 

The campaign was taken to university
campuses in 2005. In 2005, Queen Mary,
University of London became the first living
wage campus in the UK, and by 2008 it too
had decided to bring all cleaners back in-
house, with much improved pay and
conditions. The campaign spread to other
London campuses, with the London School 
of Economics, School of Oriental and African
Studies and Birbeck all signing up to a living
wage by 2009. Between 2005 and 2009, a
number of other public institutions were also
persuaded to pay the living wage, including
the London Fire and Emergency Planning
Authority, Tate Modern and the Department
for Children, Families and Schools.

Banks were the first private sector targets of
the campaign, with actions taking place at
local branches and bank AGMs. In February
2004, Barclays became the first private sector
employer to sign up to a living wage, agreeing
to new terms and conditions for contract
cleaners employed at the company’s new
headquarters in Canary Wharf. HSBC quickly
followed suit, agreeing to an 11% pay rise,
extra holiday and sick pay and better working
hours. Success at Barclays convinced the
Transport and Gerneral Workers’ Union



(now Unite the Union) that there was real
potential in organising workers at Canary
Wharf, and it deployed two full-time
organisers to the area. Over the next two
years Morgan Stanley, Lehman Brothers,
Citigroup, KPMG, PricewaterhouseCoopers
and Royal Bank of Scotland all agreed to
become living wage employers. 

Next London Citizens joined forces 
with UNITE-HERE to call on the Hilton
Group to adopt the living wage. A mass
campaign was combined with ongoing
recruitment of Hilton workers to the 
London Citizens Workers’ Association. In
2006 the Hilton Group announced that it
would phase out its use of labour agencies
and would pay a living wage to all in-house
staff. This victory was followed by success 
in the retail sector, when the developers 
of the new Westfield shopping centre in 
West London agreed to become the first
living wage retail zone in the UK.

To date it is estimated that around 15,000
workers have benefited from their employer
signing up to the London Living Wage, with a
further 100,000 temporary living wage jobs
created during the 2012 Olympic Games.49

Workers who are employed full time and not
in receipt of benefits have seen the greatest
impact, while part-time workers, who in many
cases are employed for as little as two hours
of work a week, and those claiming in-work

benefits, who get their benefit entitlement
reduced as their wages rise, have experienced
a much more limited improvement. 

The London Living Wage campaign has
allowed individuals and groups from 
a wide range of backgrounds to work
together for a common cause, and this 
has in turn helped to build strong community
organisation in some of the most excluded
areas of London.50 Bringing trade union 
and community activists together to 
campaign both inside and outside the
workplace has enable workers to feel 
safer in their organising efforts, and has
proved that contract and migrant workers 
are both able and willing to organise for their
rights. This has enabled workers to gain not
just higher wages but improved terms and
conditions in regard to holiday and sick pay,
better working hours and recognition of
trade union rights.

Finally, the London Living Wage campaign 
has shown that it is possible to hold the 
real employer accountable for the working
conditions of its outsourced staff, and to
challenge or even reverse downward
pressure on wages and conditions associated
with indirect employment relationships. This
success has inspired other groups around 
the UK to establish their own local living
wage campaigns, and has triggered a stronger 
call for a national living wage. 
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5.1 Scottish Living 
Wage Campaign
The Scottish Living Wage Campaign was
started in 2007 by the Poverty Alliance and
the Scottish Trades Union Congress. The
coalition includes the main public sector
trade unions, faith groups and many NGOs, 
all of which engage with the campaign on a
variety of different levels. Coordination and
administrative support is provided by the
Poverty Alliance.51

The campaign has three main objectives: 
(a) to establish a robust evidence base that
demonstrates the benefits of the Scottish
Living Wage to employees, employers,

communities and the wider economy; (b) to
persuade government at all levels to pay all of
their workers no less than the Scottish Living
Wage; and (c) to persuade private sector
employers to pay no less than the Scottish
Living Wage.

The Scottish Living Wage Campaign has
decided to use the out-of-London UK living
wage calculation (see below), which provides
a well researched, independent and annually
revised figure already widely recognised in
other part of the UK. Ultimately the coalition
hopes to convince the Scottish government
to establish a living wage unit which would
consider how the methodology for setting
the living wage rate could be specifically
applied to Scotland.

5 National living wage campaigns

Scottish Living Wage Campaign
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The Scottish Living Wage Campaign 
argued that the public sector should 
lead the way on provision of decent 
working conditions and set an example 
to wider society. For this reason it decided
that the campaign should initially focus on
government and public sector institutions.
The strong presence of public sector 
trade unions in the campaign coalition 
made it easier to involve workers and
support their demands for a living wage 
at the grassroots level.

The key task for the Scottish Living Wage
Campaign has been to build political support
and awareness of the living wage in Scotland,
which it has done through public events,
conferences and media work. Locally, the
campaign began to press local authorities to
sign up to a living wage, with the campaign
coordinating and using this momentum to
push for living wage commitments at a
national level. The first victory came in
Glasgow, when the city council became the
first Scottish Living Wage employer in 2009. 

During the 2011 elections for the Scottish
Parliament, the Scottish Living Wage
Campaign convinced the Scottish Labour
Party, Scottish National Party and Scottish
Green Party to include the living wage in
their election manifestos. This provided the
opportunity to use trade union rallies and
political demonstrations to highlight the living
wage as an election issue. Since then a
number of parliamentary debates have been
held on the living wage, raising the profile of
the campaign even further. In 2011 the
Scottish government committed to paying a
living wage to all directly employed workers
under its control, including all those employed
in the NHS.52

The next step for the campaign is to ensure
that all those delivering public services who

are employed through private companies 
get a living wage. The demand is for living
wage clauses to be embedded in public
procurement contracts, as with the Baltimore
living ordinance (see above). In August 2012, 
a member’s bill was submitted by John Park
MSP that sought to require private sector
employees working on public sector
contracts to be paid the living wage.53 The
biggest barrier to achieving this is EU
legislation, which arguably prevents local 
and national governments from requiring
contractors to pay a living wage. The 
Scottish Living Wage Campaign will 
continue to press for living wage clauses 
to be built into procurement contracts, 
and is working to obtain further legal
opinions as to the compatibility of this
demand with EU legislation.

In four years the Scottish Living Wage
Campaign has made huge gains in 
Scotland, in large part due to its success 
in bringing together a wide range of
organisations and the role it has played 
in coordinating the campaign on a number 
of different levels. The Scottish government,
the NHS in Scotland and 20 out of 32 local
authorities have now committed to 
paying the living wage to all their directly
employed staff. It is estimated that this has
benefited 15,000 workers across Scotland
who were previously employed on less than
the living wage. 

The Scottish Living Wage Campaign has 
also succeeded in placing the living wage
firmly on the national political agenda, 
and has won widespread support for 
the principle of a living wage. Despite 
this success, there remains opposition 
to the implementation of a living wage 
for all workers, and the extension of the
campaign to private sector workers will 
be an important next step.
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5.2 Cambodia: the 
garment industry
The Cambodian garment industry is one 
the country’s biggest employers, and its 
most important source of export earnings.
The minimum wage for garment workers in
Cambodia is currently US$66 (£43) a month,
making it one of the lowest in Asia. Massive
inflation has meant that Cambodian garment
workers have seen a real wage loss of over
14% during the last 12 years.54

Labour rights campaigners say the 
current minimum wage is almost half that
required to meet basic needs. A 2009 
report already found that a living wage should
range from at least US$90 (£60) per month
to US$120 (£79) per month.55 Trade unions
have been calling for a minimum wage of
US$121 (£80) per month, while the Asia
Floor Wage in Cambodia is set at US$283
(£187) per month.56

MASS FAINTINGS
IN CAMBODIA
The phenomenon of mass fainting
among Cambodian garment workers
has been widely reported since 
2011. In that year alone, over 2,400
workers fainted and were taken to
hospital in 25 separate incidents. 
Over 1,100 workers were affected 
in 2012, and trade unions say many
incidents simply go unrecorded.57

It is unclear exactly what is causing
these incidents. According to the 
ILO Better Work Programme
contributory factors include 
poor hygiene and nutrition, heat 
stress, exhaustion, poor worker-
management communications 
and mass psychogenic illness.58

In 2010, the Coalition of Cambodia Apparel
Workers’ Democratic Union (C.CAWDU),
along with the National Independent
Federation of Textile Unions of Cambodia
(NIFTUC), called the first ever national strike
in the garment industry, demanding that the
government increase the minimum wage from
US$61 (£40) per month to US$93 (£62) a
month. Over 68,000 workers participated in
the initial day of the strike, and by the third
day over 200,000 workers had joined the
picket lines. The strike was suspended after
the government agreed to enter into
negotiations with unions. 

The retaliation against workers was quick and
brutal. Hundreds of workers were locked out
of their workplaces and dozens of legal cases
were filed against union organisers. Following
an international solidarity campaign against
this retaliation, 160 workers were reinstated
and in March 2011 the government, industry
and trade unions finally signed an agreement
that would increase benefits to workers 
by US$10 per month. Over the next year,
C.CAWDU intensified its organising work
around a living wage. Wage strikes continued,
the most recent involving over 10,000
workers at seven different factories. 

The strong trade union campaign for a living
wage, the existence of clear wage demands
and the availability of information on the
impact of low wages on workers made
Cambodia an ideal focus for international
living wage campaigners. In February 2012, 
the Asia Floor Wage chose Cambodia as 
the venue for its second People’s Tribunal,
providing space for workers to offer
testimony as to the impact of low wages on
their daily lives, to examine the international
and national legal provisions on wages and
decent work, and to assess the extent to
which human rights of Cambodian garment
workers were being violated.
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In September 2012, the No More Excuses
campaign was launched by the Europe-wide
Clean Clothes Campaign. Starting with a
series of mass ‘faint-ins’ at H&M stores across
Europe, the campaign called on all brands
buying from Cambodia to support an increase
in the minimum wage, to call for regular wage
negotiations in Cambodia and to develop 
a plan for implementing the Asia Floor Wage
in their own supply chains.

Although workers have benefited from 
the wage increases of 2011 and 2012, the
campaign has so far yet to translate into
anything approximating a living wage for
Cambodian garment workers. The attempts
made by trade unions to negotiate with the
Garment Manufacturers Association of
Cambodia (GMAC) in February 2013
ultimately failed to achieve any results, and
the government only agree to a legal
minimum of US$75 per month, a figure
significantly lower than any estimate 
for a living wage. 

However, the inspiring work of C.CAWDU 
in organising garment workers around the
issue of a living wage has strengthened 
the independent trade union movement 
in Cambodia and helped build trade union
membership and support among factory
workers. It has also helped Cambodian
garment workers to build alliances within 
the national labour movement, giving them 
a stronger voice than ever before.

5.3 Malaysia: fighting 
for an equal wage
The Malaysian Trades Union Congress has
been campaigning for a minimum wage since
2000, arguing that the reliance on ‘market
forces’ was keeping many workers in poverty.
In June 2012, the Malaysian government
announced that a minimum wage would be
introduced on 1 January 2013. Since the
Minimum Wage Act was announced, Malaysia’s
employers have been actively campaigning for
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migrant workers to be exempted. As a result,
the government has announced various
amendments to the Act that reduce the
benefits to migrant workers that would
otherwise be gained through wage increases.
For instance, in January 2013 the government
announced that the levy which an employer
must pay to the government for each migrant
worker they employ can now be deducted
from the wages of the migrant workers
themselves.59 In March 2013, the government
further announced that it was allowing small
and medium sized companies to defer the
payment of a minimum wage to migrant
workers until the end of the year.60

There are over 2.3 million registered 
migrant workers in Malaysia, employed in
construction, manufacturing, agriculture,
services and as domestic workers. These
workers come from all over Asia, including
Indonesia, India, Burma, Vietnam, Nepal,
Bangladesh and the Philippines.61 The
Malaysian Trades Union Congress has argued
that the above measures operate as a form 
of discrimination against these workers, 
and will wipe out any increase to be gained
through an improvement in migrant 
workers’ salaries.62 A further 82 national 
and international groups have joined the
campaign, launching a petition calling for the
abolition of the government amendments.

In February 2013, Nepalese and Bangladeshi
migrant workers at several furniture factories
in the southern town of Muar went on 
strike after their employer refused to pay
them the minimum wage. A further 500
workers went on strike at an electronics
factory in the nearby town of Senai, claiming
that after wage restructuring and deductions
they were now earning less than they had
done before the new law came in. At the 
huge Recron textile factory in Malaysia’s Nilai
industrial zone, migrant and local workers

have been campaigning together for the 
new minimum wage law to be implemented.
The management offered to give the
minimum wage to local workers within
weeks, but continued to refuse payment 
to migrant workers, stating that they 
were negotiating an exemption from 
the government.63 On 1 March 2013, all 
2,600 migrant workers from Bangladesh,
Vietnam and Nepal went on a five-day 
strike to demand their wages be increased 
to the legal minimum.

The fight for an equal minimum wage for
migrant and local workers has been the 
first struggle to unite workers of different
nationalities in Malaysia, with local and
migrant workers coming out together to
demand its fair implementation. The national
trade union structure, whose membership 
is almost entirely made up of indigenous
workers, has continued to advocate strongly
for equal pay, recognising that such equality 
is vital in maintaining the gains it has won 
for its membership. It is unclear whether 
this unity will remain over the long term, 
as employers and the government attempt 
to divide workers by offering different and
better terms to their local employees. 

Organising workers already divided by
language and culture is no easy task, and
maintaining solidarity between different
nationalities will remain a challenge for the
workers’ movement in Malaysia. Yet these 
are challenges that must be taken up, not 
just in Malaysia but around the world. 
With labour migration on the increase, the
marginalisation of migrant workers’ rights 
and their exclusion from traditional trade
union struggles only serves to undermine
rights for all workers. The answer to this is
not to prevent migration, but to ensure that
the demand for a living wage applies to all
workers, regardless of their nationality or



legal status. The nascent campaign for an
equal wage in Malaysia provides proof that
such solidarity is possible. 

5.4 UK Living Wage campaign 
The success of the London Living Wage
campaign (see above) has inspired similar
initiatives around the UK. These campaigns
have been built locally, with the formation of
coalitions made up of trade unions, religious,
student and other community-based
organisations. To date, living wage campaigns
have been formed in more than 10 UK cities.
In order to support these efforts, the
community organising umbrella group
Citizens UK set up the Living Wage
Foundation, which works to encourage public
bodies, organisations and companies to
introduce the living wage. The Foundation’s
work includes providing advice on how to
implement a living wage, offering accreditation
for employers and campaigning on the living
wage towards government, business, media
and the public. 

There are two living wage figures for the 
UK: one for London and one for all areas
outside London. These are calculated annually
by the Centre for Research in Social Policy at
Loughborough University, based on research
into basic costs of living including food and
drink, clothing, household goods and services,
personal goods and services, transport, social
and cultural participation, housing and
childcare. The final figure includes a number 
of ‘caps’ that, under certain economic
conditions, keep the announced figure lower
than a true living wage. This means two
figures are calculated each year: (a) the living
wage that accredited employers must pay, and
(b) an ‘aspirational’ wage which the living
wage should aim to reach over time. The idea
is that while the aspirational wage remains
higher than the announced figure, the

maximum increase will be applied every year
until it is met, spreading out the cost of that
increase over time. In 2012, the actual wage
needed to meet the cost of living (outside
London) was calculated to be £8.80 per hour,
while the living wage figure that accredited
employers are expected to pay was
announced as £7.45.64

Since March 2012, the National Union of
Students (NUS) and the public sector union
UNISON have been collaborating on a
campaign to get universities and further
education colleges to become accredited
living wage employers. Together they have
produced campaign resources, published
information on the living wage and provided
support for groups during both the campaigns
and the resulting negotiations. Joint events
have been held on campuses to raise
awareness of the issue and to help build 
links between workers and other members 
of the university community.

The NUS is also providing training to student
union officers and members of its affiliate
student unions to inspire campus campaigns.
The trainings have focused on providing the
information, organising and negotiation skills
needed to win a campus living wage campaign.
UNISON has been asking its members to
take part in research into pay levels at their
universities, and to feed this information 
into a database showing income disparity 
in universities and colleges. The process 
of collecting the research aims to support
campaign building in those campuses where 
it is carried out. 

To date, most of the successful campaigns
have achieved results through the compilation
of research, the building of coalitions and 
the presentation of demands to the
administration targeted. Agreements have
generally been reached through a process 
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of negotiation involving both students,
university staff and the affected workers.
Although campaigns have started on over 
30 campuses, these are often scattered and
not always publicly documented. The decision
of NUS and UNISON to join forces has 
the potential to bridge the traditional gap
between students and employees and to
facilitate better communication between
these groups. Through better coordination 
of campaigns, student and trade union
activists hope to pool resources, share
information and avoid duplicating work.

The existence of an independently 
set living wage and an independent
accreditation body that can provide 
assistance and information has helped 
local campaigners to make concrete 
demands to the employers they are 
targeting, to unite around a single figure 
and to translate an aspirational demand 
into a concrete reality There are now over 
100 accredited living wage employers in 
the UK, including big businesses, local

authorities, universities, student unions 
and charities. All these employers have
committed to paying the announced living
wage and to update this annually. Living wage
campaigns at educational institutions have
gained particular momentum: over 30
campuses now have coalitions or groups
calling on their college administrators 
to sign up to a living wage. 

5.5 South Africa: fighting 
for a living wage
Workers across South Africa face a 
constant struggle to survive on wages that
are well below the cost of living. Trade unions
estimate that about 75% of workers earn 
an average of 3,300 rand per month (£220), 
well below the monthly ‘minimum living level’
estimated to be between 4,000 and 5,500
rand (£270-370).65

The Congress of South African Trade Unions
(COSATU) has identified the living wage as 

Better wages campaign, South Africa
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one of its key priorities, identifying it as 
“the primary means for workers to fight 
poverty, close the apartheid wage gap and
address broader inequalities in our society”.
The COSATU campaign is broad, calling 
not just for a living wage but for a ‘social
wage’ which includes guaranteed decent
employment, provision of decent housing,
access to land, access to a national health
scheme and a national retirement scheme,
universal free education, affordable public
transport and changes to labour legislation
including maternity pay and the abolition 
of labour brokers.66

Industrial unrest in South Africa attracted
international attention in August 2012, when
34 striking workers were killed by police 
at the Lonmin platinum mine in Marikana. 
The strikes had been called by rock drill
operators, who were demanding a dramatic
increase to their salary from 4,000 (£270) 
to 12,500 rand (£830) per month. Lonmin
management refused to engage in dialogue
with the strikers, escalating tension over 
the period of a week until 16 August, when
police opened fire on the striking workers
with automatic weapons, killing 34 and
injuring over 78 others. The strikes at the
Lomin mine continued for several weeks 
after the massacre, despite attempts to force
the rock drill operators back to work. On 
19 September 2012, the workers agreed to
return to work after the company agreed 
to a 22% pay increase.67

The images of the police opening fire on
Marikana miners drew the attention of the
world to the huge inequality that continues 
to exist in South Africa, and put the issue 
of wages firmly on the political agenda. In
October 2012, thousands of agricultural
workers in the Western Cape went on an

unofficial strike to demand higher wages and
benefits for farm workers. Started by a group
of non-organised seasonal workers at the 
De Doorns plantations, unrest spread quickly
across the region, with over 8,000 workers
participating in the strike in the first two
weeks. Years of poverty and frustration boiled
over and the strikes turned violent: fruit
packing houses and farm houses were burned
down, while strikers were attacked by the
police. Two striking workers were killed and
there were widespread reports of violence
against the communities where strikes were
taking place. 

The strikes were called off in December 
to open space for negotiations to take 
place, but no agreement was reached. 
Strikes erupted again in January 2013, 
with thousands of workers at De Doorns
declaring they would continue protests 
until a living wage was paid.68 Strikes 
were again suspended for negotiations, 
but the majority of farms refused to
participate. Shortly after the suspension 
of the strike, thousands of workers were 
fired from the plantations in retaliation.69 

In February 2013, the government 
announced that the minimum wage 
for farm workers would rise by over 
50% from the beginning of March.70

5.6 Indonesia: outsourcing
and low wages
Indonesia’s economy is now the16th largest 
in the world and growing rapidly: over the 
last two years, the country has consistently
reported economic growth rates of 6%.71

Much of this growth has come about through
a large manufacturing sector which employs
millions of workers to produce electronics,
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garments, cars and other consumer goods. 
Yet little of this wealth has trickled down to
the workers. Although Indonesia has a legal
minimum wage, this is not sufficient to
provide a decent standard of living. 

The current minimum wage is around 
2 million rupiah (£125) per month, two 
thirds of the Asia Floor Wage figure of 
over 3 million (£190).72 This figure does 
not include social security benefits and is
calculated to cover only a single worker
rather than a family.  While all workers are
guaranteed the minimum wage, discrimination
exists between men and women workers 
in the form of family benefits and tax
incentives, which only apply to married 
men.73 This means millions of women 
workers are earning even less that their male
counterparts. The problem of job insecurity 
is also on the increase, as a large number of
workers, particularly in manufacturing, are
employed on short-term contracts. At the
same time, economic growth has led to
increasing inflation74, eroding even further 
the value of already low wages.

Trade unions in Indonesia campaign for
increases to the minimum wage each year
through lobbying and demonstrations. In
2012, the Indonesian Confederation of
Labour Unions (KSPI) launched a campaign
for decent work which focused on increasing
wages, eliminating the use of outsourcing 
and strengthening social security claims. The
trade unions argued that while Indonesia was
becoming richer, this was not improving the
lives of the millions of workers who were
producing the nation’s wealth. Unions called
for an improvement in the level of the
minimum wage and in its implementation, 
an increase in the national benchmark for 
a decent (living) wage, an end to the use of

precarious work and the widening of social
protection schemes for workers.

In September and October 2011, thousands
of Indonesian mine workers went on 
strike to demand a five-fold increase in 
their wages. This was followed by strikes 
by thousands of car workers in February
2012, which were triggered by a court
decision to overturn a minimum wage
increase for their province. In response 
to the strikes, Indonesia’s President Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono stated that if the
Indonesian economy continued to grow, 
it would also be necessary to increase
workers’ wages.75 This presidential statement
was not, however, followed by any concrete
action to improve salaries for Indonesia’s
lowest paid workers. 

In July 2012, KSPI called a national 
day of action to demand that these 
promises were kept.76 The action, 
entitled HOTSUM (Outsourcing Abolition
and Declining Wage Refusal), called for
demonstrations at three locations 
in the capital Jakarta and in 15 provinces 
and cities across the country. HOTSUM’s
main demand was for the government 
to increase the number of basic goods
included in government calculations 
to define an acceptable living standard. 
A total of 40,000 workers joined the 
protest, paralysing the centre of Jakarta.77

Further demonstrations took place in
September and October 2012, when tens 
of thousands of factory workers took part 
in a one day strike to demand a higher
minimum wage and an end to the law
allowing employers to hire workers on 
one year contracts without benefits, as 
well as to oppose a proposal to deduct 
2% of wages for social security payments.78
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In addition to the national and local
campaigns that are the mainstay of the
global movement, there have also been
a number of innovative international
campaigns bringing together workers
from across different localities in a
common struggle for a living wage. 
The global union federation
IndustriALL is coordinating living 
wage campaigns on behalf of its many
affiliated trade unions around the world
– including affiliates from Indonesia and
Cambodia mentioned in the previous
chapter. The following initiatives, the
Asia Floor Wage Alliance and World
Banana Forum, represent cross-border
campaigns for a living wage in two 
very different contexts.

6.1 Asia Floor Wage Alliance
The Asia Floor Wage Alliance is a coalition 
of workers’ organisations from across 
Asia. Members include trade unions, labour
organisations and NGOs from India,
Cambodia, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand,
China, Pakistan and Hong Kong. It is also
supported by trade unions, labour NGOs,
anti-sweatshop movements and academics
from Europe and the USA. 

The Asia Floor Wage concept was developed
in 2005, when representatives of these groups
came together to debate the possibility of
establishing a minimum floor wage that would
apply to all garment workers in Asia, in each
of the countries in which they lived. The basic
aim is to challenge the race to the bottom
caused by a system of production in which
workers in one Asian country are forced 
to compete with workers in another by
accepting ever decreasing wages and terms 
of employment.

The campaign has been described by its
proponents as a regional collective bargaining

strategy, where negotiations on wages 
take place along the whole supply chain 
of those multinational companies that 
control much of the garment industry 
in Asia. Once these negotiations are under
way, it is envisaged that those unions involved
could take advantage of the space provided 
to organise workers at the factory level. 
At the same time, the campaign would
strengthen their ability to demand that 
their governments increase minimum 
wages to a living wage level. 

Coming up with a formula by which a
minimum floor wage could be applied across
the region required the Asia Floor Wage
Alliance to agree on a number of basic
assumptions, including the family size of each
worker, the amount that would be included
for food and non-food items, and the method
for levelling the floor wage across the region.
Once this had been decided, a formula was
developed for identifying a floor wage for
each participating country (see box). This
figure is revised annually using consumer
price indices, and new surveys of food costs
are carried out periodically. In most cases, the
Asia Floor Wage figures announced for each
country were significantly higher than the
government-mandated minimum wage. In
some countries, such as Bangladesh, the figure
was six times higher than the minimum wage,
while in most cases the Asia Floor Wage
represented roughly double the statutory
minimum wage. 

On a national level, Asia Floor Wage 
alliances have focused on organising training
programmes to build the capacity of local
trade unions to organise and negotiate on
wages. The Asia Floor Wage has also
organised People’s Tribunals on wages in 
Sri Lanka, Cambodia and India. On a regional
level, the Asia Floor Wage is demanding that
brands and retailers enter into negotiations
to develop a process for implementing the

6 International  campaigns
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living wage across their supply chains. An Asia
Brand Bargaining Team has been established in
order to carry out negotiations with brands
that agree to participate. The international
campaign has focused on promoting the Asia
Floor Wage as a legitimate benchmark for
living wages across Asia, and a campaign has
been launched against some of the biggest
brands and retailers in the garment industry
calling for a living wage to be implemented in
Cambodia. The campaign will widen to other
countries over the next three years. 

The key success of the Asia Floor Wage to
date has been in supporting the development
of coalitions within countries that can
organise around the implementation 

of the living wage. The organising of 
the People’s Tribunal in Cambodia 
contributed to the strengthening of calls 
for a living wage in that country and led 
to greater solidarity both nationally and
internationally with the trade unions 
already engaged in industrial action on 
wages (see Cambodia case study, above). 
The existence of the Asia Floor Wage 
has provided campaigners with a 
concrete figure, which has come directly 
out of the Asian workers’ movement, to
demonstrate the gap between prevailing 
and living wages. This has enabled living 
wage activists to increase consumer 
pressure on brands and retailers to take
action on this issue. 

The assumptions: (a) A living wage 
for 1 adult = 50% food costs + 50% 
non-food costs 

On average, workers spend about 
half their income on food and the rest
on non-food goods and services. To
arrive at a living wage figure, the cost 
of a basic basket of goods that would
provide a minimum of 3,000 calories 
is multiplied by two.

(b) A living wage should be the amount
needed for two adults and two children

A family is defined as two adults and
two children. It is assumed that a child
needs half the income of an adult to 
get adequate nutrition and standard 
of living. One adult is defined in the
formula as one consumption unit; a
family of two adults and two children is
calculated as three consumption units. 

A living wage is therefore calculated as:
(cost of food goods x 2) x 3. This wage

should be earned within a standard 
(48 hour) working week.

The calculation: In 2009, a survey 
of food costs was carried out in 
each participating country, and the
formula above was used to calculate 
a living wage level for each country. 
This was then standardised across 
the region according to purchasing
power parity (PPP) dollars, which
reflect what a worker would need in
each country to buy the same goods
that a worker in the USA could buy
with US$1. The figures that were
produced for each country were
averaged out and an Asia Floor 
Wage figure was established at
PPP$475; this figure was then
converted back into the local 
currencies of each country concerned.
Adjusted for inflation, the Asia Floor
Wage for 2011 and 2012 was set at
PPP$540, and a new survey of food
costs is currently being undertaken 
to inform future calculations.

CALCULATING AN ASIA FLOOR WAGE
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Worker in a banana plantation, Honduras
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6.2 World Banana Forum
The World Banana Forum, a multi-stakeholder
initiative hosted by the UN’s Food and
Agriculture Organisation, was set up in 2009
to promote open dialogue on challenges
facing the banana industry. It includes
participants from producer organisations,
trade unions, cooperatives, exporter groups,
fresh produce companies, retailers, traders,
public agencies, governments, research
institutions and civil society organisations.
One of the objectives of the Forum was
defined early on as the “fair distribution 
of value” along banana supply chains,
encompassing the need for banana workers
to earn a decent wage as well as ensuring fair
prices that would cover costs of production
and enable a reasonable profit to be made.

The World Banana Forum’s work is
significantly different from other initiatives, 
in that it is attempting to deliver increased
wages through social dialogue on an
international level. Sustained campaigning by
trade unions in Latin America, producers in
the Caribbean and Africa and civil society
groups in Europe and North America has
been instrumental in creating the momentum
for the establishment of such a forum. The
need to develop an industry that is more
environmentally, socially and economically
sustainable has also pushed industry
representatives from both South and North
to engage in dialogue with other stakeholders
in the international banana supply chain. 

A paper commissioned by one of the Forum’s
working groups in 2010 suggested that a
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living wage could be defined by looking at a)
how much a worker should be paid in order
to live decently or “with dignity”, and b) how
much it is fair to pay when the wealth
generated by banana production is taken into
account.  Although there was agreement that
one of the Forum’s aims should be to work
towards paying a living wage, the consensus
among the various parties about how to
move forward was more difficult to achieve.
This included concern from the trade unions
that if work on wages was not directly linked
to collective bargaining it could undermine
progress towards mature industrial relations. 

It was agreed that the gap between minimum
wages and the cost of a basic basket of goods
and services was significant, and that a first
step should be to look at how to close this
gap, whilst undertaking research to better
understand what an actual living wage should
be in each country. A work plan was adopted
that included actual wage studies in Ecuador
and Colombia, which would for the first time
involve the exporter associations in those
countries. Wage ladders would be developed
to show different wage indicators in eight
countries: Cameroon, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Ghana,
Guatemala and Honduras. This would show
the gap that needed to be addressed for living
wages to be met in each country and provide
benchmarks for progress. The results of these
studies were presented at the World Banana
Forum conference in Ecuador in February
2012, and further studies are being carried
out in different banana producing regions,
including West Africa. The Forum is now
exploring mechanisms for how to redistribute
value along the supply chain, including the
development of pricing mechanisms to cover
the costs of a living wage.

The World Banana Forum is still in its early
stages, and its focus on relationship building

as the first step towards delivering 
higher wages means it is difficult to 
assess the impact of its work on the lives 
of workers on the ground. The development
of a social dialogue process between actors
that have been historically hostile and that
have intrinsically different interests in the
process is never going to be easy. A statement
submitted by COLSIBA, the Coordinating
Body of Latin American Banana and Agro-
Industrial Unions, to the last World Banana
Forum meeting drew attention to the lack 
of participation of producers and export
companies in key working groups and the lack
of commitment to working with the unions
to meet the Forum’s objectives. At the same
time, trade unions involved in the Forum 
have also stated that there has been an
improvement in their ability to organise 
on the ground in recent years, including 
the negotiation of the first ever collective
bargaining process in Peru. This may be
attributed in part to the increased trust 
being built between different actors on the
international level. 

The potential of the World Banana Forum to
deliver on living wages, along with other key
labour and environment issues, lies in its
provision of an open and transparent space
for discussions and negotiations to take place.
The Forum’s decision to establish a
permanent process with clearly defined and
agreed objectives and to focus on carrying
out practical initiatives means that all the
parties are held to account for their actions;
it also allows ongoing negotiations on wages
and conditions to take place. The biggest
challenge for the Forum is to transform
traditional power relationships between
employers and workers’ representatives and
between participants from South and North,
and to develop relationships between those
actors that will deliver on providing a more
equitable industry. 
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The campaigns presented in this report
vary considerably in their reach, targets
and activities. Many share key elements
that have contributed to their success
in both raising the issue of a living wage
and in translating this demand into real
increases in pay levels for workers. This
final section draws these elements
together in an attempt to highlight the
main points of learning from existing
living wage campaigns.

7.1 Developing demands 
and targets
Most of the campaigns invested time at the
beginning of the campaign in carrying out
research into prevailing wage levels, the
impact of poverty pay and the level at 
which a living wage should be set. As well 
as strengthening the credibility of the
campaign, the research itself often provided 
a tool through which to involve and 
organise workers.

Some of the campaigns paid good attention
to documenting their own progress, either
through web pages or through academic
research, but others have failed to present 
a clear overview of the work that had been
done or much analysis of results achieved. 
For campaigns that are run by a single
organisation or trade union, it is fairly
straightforward to document activities and
record what progress has been achieved;
where campaigns are more disparate,
producing coherent information is more 
of challenge. Good documentation and
information can help strengthen the demands
of a living wage movement – for example,
research into the benefits for employers who
have already adopted the living wage in
London has been used by local campaigns in
other parts of the UK as part of their

lobbying strategy towards their own councils
and employers. 

All the campaigns featured in this report
demand a living wage for workers. While
most use the same technical definition of a
living wage as one that provides sufficient
income to provide for basic needs, there are
variations in how this is measured. However,
the essential elements of how a living wage 
is defined around the world are strikingly
similar, with almost all campaigns basing their
calculation on the cost of a basic basket of
goods. Some take these figures from
government statistics; others base their
calculations on independent research. Yet the
basic agreement on methodology negates any
argument that it is impossible to agree on
what a living wage might mean in practice.

In reality, the biggest problem with the living
wage definitions used by most campaigns is
that, with the exception of the Alta Gracia
factory in the Dominican Republic, the 
figures used still tend to fall below a real living
wage level. In some cases this is because of
assumptions made on considerations such as
family size, access to welfare and number of
hours worked. In others, it is because there 
is a perceived need to develop a figure that is
enough to make a real change to workers’
lives but that remains politically realistic and
winnable in the short term.

Although payment of a living wage is the
central demand for all the campaigns featured
in this report, the most successful campaigns
have also helped trigger improvements in
terms of employment, trade union rights 
and better treatment of low wage workers. 
A number of campaigns have linked terms 
of employment directly to the demand for 
a living wage, noting that job security must
underpin wages if they are to have a genuine
impact on the living standards of low paid

7 Learning from success
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workers. For example, in Indonesia the
campaign directly links these two issues, while
the campaign at Queen Mary, University of
London led to all contract staff being directly
employed, with many being given longer
hours. Most campaigns have also attempted
to use living wage campaigns to strengthen
trade union organising and to press for
greater union recognition within workplaces,
as in the case of Baltimore and within the
international contexts of the World Banana
Forum and Asia Floor Wage. 

Many of the campaigns featured here have
sought to look beyond the workplace to
identify targets that have the power to make
the living wage a reality. This is in part a
reflection of the current model of low wage
employment, where the direct employer may
not have full control over pay and conditions.
Campaigns in Scotland and Baltimore 
chose to focus primarily on public authorities,
using the argument that public money must
be used in a way that supports local
economic development. This includes the
demand that all private companies receiving
public subsidy or supplying the public sector
pay a living wage.

Campaigns in the UK targeting universities
and hospitals have taken a similar approach,
focusing their activities not on the labour
agencies or private employers used to
provide most of the services delivered 
by low wage staff, but on the administrations
of those institutions where these workers
carry out their duties. In London and the
Dominican Republic, the target was the
multinational companies that were not
themselves the direct employers but that had
the power to demand living wages were paid
and the economic ability to assume the costs.
Both the Asia Floor Wage and the World
Banana Forum focus on the living wage as

part of a demand for fairer distribution 
of profits down global value chains. 

7.2 Building campaign
coalitions
The most successful living wage campaigns
were those that brought workers and their
trade unions together with students,
community activists, consumer organisations
or faith-based groups together to demand 
a living wage. Building broad-based coalitions
has meant these campaigns benefit from 
a range of expertise in different but
complementary skills including grassroots
organising, negotiation, research, lobbying,
policy work and campaigning. This has in turn
ensured the development of strong platforms
for demanding and winning a living wage. 

The involvement of such a wide range of
groups brings its own problems. A lot of
energy can be taken up trying to maintain a
cohesive campaign across groups with very
different interests and priorities. Problematic
power relationships can easily be replicated 
– for example, workers’ groups can be
sidelined, and groups from the global South
can find themselves dominated by those from
the global North; similarly, maintaining long-
term commitment from each organisation
involved can be a challenge. Once campaigns
start registering successes, there is also a
danger that splits emerge over the right way
to move forward, presenting the question 
of who gets to ultimately represent the
campaign in negotiations and decision making.

In most of the cases featured in this report,
the building of coalitions constituted a
significant part of the work of the campaign,
particularly at the outset. This process, while
time consuming, is essential in overcoming
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some of the issues outlined above. Putting 
in the effort early in the process is also
important in defining clear roles, building 
good working relationships between different
groups and ensuring long-term commitment
and unity within the wider campaign. 

The fight for decent wages is the traditional
domain of trade unions, carried out largely
through workplace organising and collective
bargaining. There is a real concern that
campaigns for a living wage that are not based
on trade union participation could undermine
collective bargaining and union organising.
Equally, if campaigns fail to involve low paid
workers themselves or to combine the
demand for a living wage with demands for
trade union recognition, workers can be 
left without representation or the support
needed to maintain the initial gains. 

The majority of workers employed in the 
low wage economy are not organised into
trade unions and are often from groups that
the traditional trade union movement has
struggled to organise, such as migrant, women
or agency workers. The increasing prevalence
of contract workers, whose legal employer 
is the labour agent and not the owner of the
workplace, means that collective bargaining
processes have little meaning. In these cases,
living wage campaigns must concentrate on
supporting workers to organise and demand
their own rights, while the involvement 
of trade unions in campaign coalitions is
essential to ensure that the fight for a living
wage supports rather than undermines 
worker empowerment. The type of coalition
campaigning already seen in the living wage
movement offers new ways of fighting for
labour rights; if done well, such campaigns 
can strengthen the work of trade unions 
by building solidarity between community
organisers and labour activists.

7.3 Building a global movement
Workers across the world have already 
seen their incomes increase as a result 
of living wage campaigns. Local, grassroots
campaigns have demonstrated the ability 
to improve wages for workers in their 
area, often with support from national 
and international coalitions. However, this
improvement remains limited to a relatively
small number of workers in the low wage
economy. The impact of local campaigns 
can be increased by linking local struggles to
national and international movements for a
living wage. Their successes provide inspiration
to others, making the winning of a living wage
not only an aspiration but a real possibility. 

International campaigns, obviously further
removed from the grassroots level, have 
yet to demonstrate their full effectiveness 
in directly improving wages. However, 
provided they are linked to local and national
movements, international campaigns are 
able to bring the issue of a living wage 
onto the global agenda and have the potential 
to demand more widespread structural change
in both national and international supply chains. 

The bringing together of local, national and
international campaigns is already creating 
a global movement for a living wage. This
movement has succeeded in moving the
demand for a living wage to the centre of
debates around the global political economy,
and in getting widespread support for the
principle of a living wage. As the movement
gathers momentum, the demand for a new
model of employment based on local economic
development and the ability of workers to
invest in their own communities is growing
stronger. Along with its partners, allies and
affiliates in all countries, War on Want is proud
to take its place in this global movement.
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