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GARMENT WOMEN ORGANIZE AGAINST
DEADLY HOURS OF OVERWORK
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In garment sweatshops wages are
as low as $2 an hour, payment is
commonly withheld for four to six
weeks, there is no overtime pay,
fire exits are blocked, and
unventilated factories are filled with
disease-carrying dust and fabric
particles. If that isn’t enough, toi-
lets are broken, rats scurry about,
piles of fabrics and exposed wires
pose fire-hazards, and open eleva-
tor shafts are a trajedy waiting to
happen. With all these problems,
particularly with the wage situation,
why are CSWA's garment women
increasingly concerned about the
problem of long hours?

Over the last 10 years, as wages
have plummetted, workers have
felt that the only solution is to work
longer hours. Incredasingly, how-
ever, working women can no
longer ignore the excruciating and
paralyzing injuries, and the com-
plete loss of rest and family time,
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brought on by the incessant length-
ening of the work week and work
day.

To address these problems; in
1996 members of the CSWA Gar-
ment Workers' Committe launched
our Occupational Health & Safety
Project,

Injured women built up this
Project through months of outreach
in the sweatshops and on the
streels, organizing educational
workshops about occupational dis-
eases, and finally forming a mem-
bership committee for injured
workers. The project was built on
the gains of the enforce labor law
campaign, which exposed the
sweatshop system to the public,
won backpay for workers, and led
to the arrest of certain boses in
minum wage violations. Leaders
of the Project, all injured garment
women, also began meeting with
politicians to talk about their cases,

ciation = Vol. 5 Issue 2

about manufacturer accountability
and -about sweatshop monitoring.
One official we talked to was State
Assembly Labor Committee Chair,
Catherine Nolan, who is introduc-
ing a bill to reform the workers'
compensation system to the State As-
sembly. Three injured workers also
met with State Assembly meniber
and New York State Labor Commit-
tee, Felix Ortiz, who also made a
commiitment to work with us. Along
with Nolan and Ortiz, City Council
member Joan McCabe met with us
and participated in a press confer-
ence organized by the women and
held on July 29,

The press conference highlighted
the case of Mrs. Huang Xue Yan,
one of the new leaders of the Oc-
cupational Health and Safety Project,
Because she was working such long
hours, up to 100 a week with no
weekend, Mrs. Huang fell down on
the job and broke her arm. She
needs surgery but her case has
dragged on for nearly a year be-
cause her employer refuses to ac-
knowledge that she worked at the
factory.

While Mrs. Huang and other
workers are pressing the manufac-
turer forthe backwages she is owed,
we also want accountability for the
number of hours that she was forced
towork. Now garment women and
other workers are advancing her
case as an example. Recently, the
women launched a community-
wide petitioning campaign to de-
mand that manufacturers take re-
sponsibility not only for the wage-
law violations in their sweatshops
but also for the workplace injuries
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