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Abstract

Purpose — Debates over the definition, processes and outcomes of minimum and “living” wages are
heated and often politically contentious in garment-producing countries. Internationally, there have been
various initiatives to promote and support the implementation of a living wage for workers in labour-
intensive manufacturing, ranging from corporate-driven social responsibility and multi-stakeholder
initiatives to the long-standing living wage campaign of the global unions. One prominent regional
initiative is the Asia Floor Wage Alliance (AFWA). The purpose of this paper is to assess its reach and effect
in Southeast Asia.

Design/methodology/approach — A living wage campaign is assessed with reference to Indonesia and
Cambodia, two important garment manufacturing countries in Southeast Asia. The paper draws on data
collected in interviews with garment manufacturers, brand representatives, trade unionists and labour NGO
activists, including members of the AFWA Steering Committee in Indonesia and Cambodia, complemented by
a systematic review of documents and reports produced by the AFWA.

Findings — As the paper shows, despite a series of initiatives, the Asia Floor Wage has failed to gain
traction in Cambodia or Indonesia. This is so, the paper argues, because national economic, political and
institutional contexts are the primary drivers of the strategies and priorities of constituent organisations,
governments and industry stakeholders. In the absence of robust local and regional coalitions of trade
unions, efforts towards a common and coordinated regional approach to living wages are thus unlikely to
gain traction.

Originality/value — To a large extent, the literature on the concepts and practices associated with the living
wage has focussed on developed rather than developing countries. This paper extends the literature by
providing a systematic examination of a transnational wage campaign in developing Asian countries.
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1. Introduction

The status of Southeast Asian countries as labour-intensive manufacturing hubs within
global supply chains has drawn international attention to their varying labour standards
and employment conditions. International concern over weak social protection and wages
for workers in labour-intensive manufacturing across the region is largely focussed on
global corporations that source from supplier firms in a region characterised by an evident
gap between the formal commitments of states to international labour standards and the
reality of their limited capacity and enforcement (Ford and Gillan, 2016). Attention to
wages and conditions are most animated in the garment and footwear sector because
of the high profile of consumer fashion and leisurewear brands, debate over whether
the industry helps or hinders sustainable economic development in nations that are
reliant on it for export revenues, links to questions of gender justice given the
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sector’s female-dominated workforce, and, of course, the cumulative effect of decades of
consumer-focussed union and NGO campaigns. As a consequence of these pressures,
debates over the definition, processes and outcomes of minimum and “living” wages are
often politically contentious in garment-producing countries.

Garment and footwear manufacturers argue that competitive dynamics in the sector mean that
increases to wages and conditions in any single national setting may raise a credible — if
exaggerated — threat of a shift in investment and decreased production. Local trade unions and
labour NGOs, meanwhile, have focussed on institutional participation and/or worker mobilisation
aimed at building pressure for the improvement of wages which so evidently fail to meet the needs
of workers and their families (Caraway ef al, 2015; Ward and Mouyly, 2016). International
activism targeted at the supply chains of international buyer brands has led to a burgeoning
apparatus of internal and external mechanisms and organisations for compliance and monitoring.
There have been various attempts to promote and support payment of living wages to workers in
labour-intensive manufacturing, ranging from corporate social responsibility programs and
multi-stakeholder initiatives to the long-standing living wage campaign of the global unions
(for an overview, see Maquila Solidarity Network, 2014). One of the most prominent of these living
wage initiatives is that driven by the Asia Floor Wage Alliance (AFWA)).

How has the approach of the AFWA emerged over time and what are its governing
principles? Perhaps even more importantly, what are the prospects for the uptake and
implementation of this regional standard given the country-specific institutions that either
support or constrain this goal? In the discussion that follows, we seek to answer these
questions by means of country case analysis of the reach and effect of the regional living
wage strategy in Cambodia and Indonesia, two national contexts that have been a key focus
for the AFWA. Our analysis draws on data collected in interviews with garment
manufacturers, brand representatives, trade unionists and labour NGO activists, including
members of the AFWA Steering Committee in Indonesia and Cambodia, complemented by a
systematic review of documents and reports produced by the AFWA[1].

Through our close study of the initiative and local responses to it, we show that local
actors have failed to engage because of three key factors. First, as others have argued, there
are limitations associated with the methodology used by AFWA to calculate a living wage
(Anker and Anker, 2017). Second, while an Asia-wide approach is attractive in theory,
in practice it is extremely difficult to resource and sustain such an intervention in a model
that seeks to achieve impact across multiple geographic scales and requires the substantive
participation of local actors. Third, and most importantly, the idea of the living wage cannot
be detached from local labour market and industrial relations institutions and the uneven
capacity of workers and unions to assert agency in employment relations, especially where
there are national institutions and processes responsible for setting minimum wages.

We begin this task by exploring the concept of the living wage and basic elements of the
Asia Floor Wage before turning our attention to the very real challenges involved in
strengthening this demand for a regional living wage.

2. The concept of a living wage

To a large extent, the literature on the concepts and practices associated with the living
wage has focussed on developed rather than developing countries[2]. Thinking about the
formulation and realisation of a living wage in a region like Asia accentuates the obvious
but crucial significance of context: a living wage campaign in, for instance, a global city like
London may indeed target workers who are in low-paid and precarious employment, but
constitutes a very different economic and social terrain from developing Asia where labour
markets are defined by the structural predominance of informal work and very limited
social welfare provisions. Thus, whereas living wage campaigns in Europe or North
America may broaden out to incorporate issues such as social inclusion, in developing



society contexts with “limited employment or trade union rights, where any minimum wage
rates are very low and weakly enforced and state systems of social security are rarely
provided” (Parker ef al, 2016, p. 3).

If actual wages and other economic variables vary, it is also the case that there is no
consistent definition of the concept of a living wage or of the best mechanism for its
calculation, although in many formulations a basket of goods approach is combined with
other means of gathering data on the income, social and health needs of a defined family unit.
Yet while the “essential relativism of the living wage concept — defined as it is in terms of
higher human needs for social participation and capacity development, both for individuals
and their families — makes it difficult to agree on what might constitute an actual living wage
in any society at any given point in time” this “conceptual ambiguity” also “opens a space,
by necessity, for social mobilisation” (Parker et al, 2016, p. 2). This is a space that the AFWA
has sought to occupy both by developing a mechanism for establishing a regional
minimum wage — which it claims can be translated into a precise figure in different national
settings — and by creating an organisational network to campaign for its establishment.

One of several approaches that have been used in the quest to achieve a living wage in the
garment sector in Asia, the Asia Floor Wage is predicated on the need to ameliorate the
competition based on wage levels between garment exporting countries and to distribute
gains along the supply chain (Merk, 2009). In order to do so, AFWA has identified a living
wage that takes into account the food, housing, clothing, travel, education and health costs of
a worker supporting a partner and two children (AFWA, 2015c). In itself, this approach
is not innovative: it echoes the methodologies already used for minimum wage calculation in
Asian countries including India, where wage-fixing authorities are guided by norms on the
number of supported consumption units and requirements for food, clothing, housing
and other household expenditure items (Government of India, 2012, pp. 12-13) and Indonesia,
where minimum wage negotiations are underpinned by a market survey of a basket of goods,
food and non-food, predicated on a daily allowance of 3,000 calories (Caraway et al, 2015).
Indeed, the Asia Floor Wage calculations consciously adopted Indonesia’s 3,000-calorie
figure in its formula because that was the highest figure used in the region (Bhattacharjee and
Roy, 2012).

In other regards, however, the Asia Floor Wage is quite different from other living wage
initiatives, not least because of its operationalization of the principle of establishing a regional
standard described in purchasing power parity dollars (PPP$)[3]. Yet, while acknowledging
the importance of the Asia Floor Wage initiative, proponents of other living wage initiatives
point to several weaknesses in AFWA’s methodology, including its inelastic underlying
assumptions regarding expenditure on food and its inability to capture sub-national
variations in living costs (Anker, 2011, pp. 38-41). Perhaps most importantly, the proponents
of the Anker method argue that the estimation of living costs should focus on particular
locations rather than using flat national living wage estimates in order to improve the
accuracy and credibility of living wage calculations, and consequently their uptake and
impact (Anker and Anker, 2017)[4]. In contrast to this emphasis on sub-national variation,
AFWA'’s demands focus on national standards that equate to an Asia-wide living wage.

3. The Asia floor wage as a regional living wage strategy

The second distinctive feature of the Asia Floor Wage is the initiative’s Asia-wide focus.
Its steering committee includes a number of labour NGO activists from Europe and the USA,
most notably the Clean Clothes Campaign (AFWA, 2013). But while the AFWA has
support from international civil society organisations, the scope of its activities is limited to
Asia — represented in the alliance by Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia,
Malaysia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Thailand (AFWA, 2014b) — and its demands framed as
emanating from, and driven by, labour activists based there (Bhattacharjee and Roy, 2015a).
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Discussions on a union-based strategy to improve Asian garment workers’ situation
began in India in 2005 (ETI, 2013). In that year, the India Committee on the Asia Floor
Wage —a group consisting of a national union federation (New Trade Union Initiative) and a
number of labour NGOs — prepared a discussion paper that argued that formulation of a
pan-Asian wage would call buyers’ bluff by focussing consumer attention on the conditions
of garment workers in Asia and strengthen the bargaining capacity of manufacturers
vis-a-vis buyers (AFWA, 2005). In the following year, AFWA worked to gather support in
key garment-producing countries and to identify a mechanism for calculating a regional
living wage. Having estimated that there is approximately a one-to-one ratio between food
costs and non-food costs (allowing for modest savings), they decided to calculate the cost of
the calorie requirement for three “consumption units” (where one consumption unit consists
of one adult or two children), doubling it and multiplying it by 30 in order to estimate the
monthly living costs of a worker and his or her family, and then compare them to decide on a
PPPS$ figure that could serve as a target across the region. This figure was set at PPP$ 475 in
2009 and by 2015 had risen to PPP$ 1021 (AFWA, 2015¢; Bhattacharjee and Roy, 2012).

Having conducted surveys in Bangladesh, China, India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka, AFWA
officially launched its campaign on 7 October 2009, writing to dozens of leading brands to
challenge them to address unfair pricing as a first step towards the implementation of a living
wage (Bhattacharjee and Roy, 2015b). In addition, they developed national-level campaigning
and bargaining frameworks for all suppliers in each country; pressured governments to enact
legislation that enshrines the concept of an Asia Floor Wage; and lobbied brands, retailers and
Tier 1 manufacturers to enter into agreements that facilitate the payment of a living wage
(Merk, 2009; Roy, 2015). AFWA later organised “People’s Tribunals” in Cambodia, India,
Indonesia and Sri Lanka. These events, which were based around the presentation of evidence
and testimony from workers and citizens, were focussed primarily on generating evidence on
prevailing wage levels in the industry. Associated issues that shape the welfare and labour
rights of garment manufacturing workers, including the gendered character of the workplace,
trade union rights and the use of short-term contracts, were also discussed (Barria, 2014).
In addition, the AFWA produced a video and several reports documenting wages and
working conditions in the industry, with the aim of raising consumer awareness and targeting
major brands for their responsibility to ensure the payment of a living wage from the
suppliers and countries from which they contract (McMullen et al, 2014; Merk, 2014). Yet
despite these efforts, and adoption of Asia Floor Wage as a living wage benchmark by a
Dutch multi-stakeholder initiative called the Fair Wear Foundation, there has been very little
buy-in from major brands.

The AFWA also sought to engage with the Global Union Federations (GUFs) with the
aim of building towards the formulation of “a Global Wage Accord, a framework
agreement adapted to encompass the entire production network that makes Living Wage in
the global garment industry a reality” (Barria, 2014, p. 34)[5]. An initial dialogue between
AFWA, the International Trade Union Confederation and a number of GUFs including
IndustriALL, the global union with coverage of manufacturing industry, was held in
Hong Kong in November 2014 (AFWA et al, 2014). However, in the intervening years, there
has been little evidence of concrete examples of jointly developed actions and strategies.
IndustriALL has never publicly endorsed the regional approach of the AFWA (Maquila
Solidarity Network, 2014, pp. 5-7). Instead, it has pursued its own campaign for supporting
improved labour rights, collective bargaining and minimum wages as the pathway to living
wages for garment workers (IndustriALL, 2014, 2015), including the Action, Collaboration,
Transformation initiative, which involves IndustriALL and several major brands
committing to work together to support freedom of association rights and industry-based
bargaining in targeted nations, thereby aiming to connect “national industry-level collective
bargaining between unions and employers to the purchasing practices of brands”



(Holdcroft, 2015). This campaign built on the earlier efforts of the International Textile,
Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation ITGLWF, 2012)[6]. A weakness, then, of the
AFWA initiative has been its failure to bring the key international stakeholders — major
brands or the international union movement — on board. Given the transnational ambitions
of the Asia Floor Wage, the failure to do so necessarily has serious implications for the
effectiveness of the initiative.

The composition of the AFWA is relevant to its apparent lack of integration with
international union strategy. While unions and NGOs can form productive and cooperative
partnerships, including the alignment of strategic choice in advocating for garment
manufacturing workers (Egels-Zandén and Hyllman 2006), there remain important
differences in their structures and goals which can be reflected in inter-organisational
tensions (Braun and Gearhart, 2004). The AFWA is a union-NGO coalition, in which NGOs
play the dominant role. As such, its authority and capacity to coordinate unions
internationally is unclear and unproven. Moreover, as noted above, IndustriALL — the
global union with a clearer mandate to undertake that coordinating role — has meanwhile
developed a parallel strategy for living wages focussed on supporting national industry-
wide collective bargaining.

4. The Asia Floor Wage, collective bargaining and wage-setting

Despite its apparent lack of success engaging with the global unions, the AFWA approach
is notable for its emphasis on trade union involvement, which sets it apart from many
initiatives for monitoring and improving standards for workers in labour-intensive
manufacturing driven by corporations, states or NGOs in various combinations, which are
often criticized as both ineffective and in some cases a de facto mechanism of union
substitution[7].

The key mechanism envisaged for trade union engagement with the Asia Floor Wage
initiative is through coordinated collective bargaining. There are varying forms of
bargaining — from decentralized enterprise specific, multi-employer, industry, to nationally
coordinated — with several of these linked to the historical development of union strategies
to deal with the uneven geography of wages and working conditions by scaling up to
nationally coordinated or industry-wide bargaining (Flanagan, 2008). The coordinated
forms of collective bargaining at the industry or national level provide for real gains in
worker bargaining power, wages and working conditions by taking wages out of the
competition. Yet, while there may be a clear logic and imperative for extending wage
coordination and bargaining to the supranational level, decades of experiments have failed
to replicate the successes of national industry level bargaining because “coordinating labor
resistance across national boundaries encounters much more resistance than coordination
within a country” (Flanagan, 2008, p. 417). This may be an overly pessimistic assessment
insofar as bargaining structures are not static, and can be influenced by the strategic
development of various actors over time. It is, however, fair to say that the examples of
collective bargaining beyond the national scale are more the exception than the norm.

Where attempts to coordinate wage policies and bargaining have succeeded, as in the
metals sector within the European Union, that success has been underwritten by the
presence of institutions that provide incentives for such experiments to occur
(Pernicka and Glassner, 2014). This could hardly be said to hold true in Asia, where
regional union and union-NGO networks are weakly developed (Ford and Gillan, 2016).
In an effort to strengthen the engagement of national unions, the AFWA sought to
establish an Asia Brand Bargaining Group with the stated intention of bringing together
unions from Cambodia, India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka to coordinate bargaining, negotiate
with international brands and retailers and ensure local suppliers and subcontracting
employers uphold workers’ rights and labour laws (Barria, 2014). However, there is little
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Table I.

The demographic and
economic context of
the garment industry
in the Asian region

evidence that this initiative has encouraged union participation in meaningful and
effective cross-national coordination of bargaining strategies or dealings with major
brands (interviews with brand representatives and union officials in Cambodia and
Indonesia, November 2016 and January 2017).

In any case, collective bargaining across the region — even when unions are present in
garment factories — is weak in terms of both prevalence and effect, which reinforces a
central role for state-determined minimum wage processes and outcomes in debates over the
economic impact of wage increases. Indeed, there exists a range of state institutions and
varying processes for the determination of minimum wages across the region (van Klaveren
et al, 2015), which greatly influence wage levels in the garment industry. In some cases, the
Asia Floor Wage has been invoked in debates about appropriate levels for the national
minimum wage (interviews with Cambodian union officials, January 2017). Ultimately,
however, real wage increases (or wage stagnation) are determined by local-level dynamics
of the garment industry or via national or sub-national processes of minimum wage
determination, which are the locus of most unions’ wage-related activity.

5. Campaigning for a living wage in Southeast Asia
Before examining the implementation of a living wage campaign strategy in the two selected
countries, it is necessary to briefly note the broader demographic and economic context of the
garment industry in the Asian region. Asia’s export garment-producing countries are clustered
in South and Southeast Asia. Within Southeast Asia, garments constitute a significant
proportion of manufacturing exports in Cambodia, Indonesia and Vietnam (see Table I).
Indonesia stands out for its larger weight of population, which means that it has the
largest number of employed persons in the industry across the region. In terms of export
production, however, the garment industry is most dominant in Cambodia, while Vietnam
leads strongly in dollar value. Wages are low across the region — with Cambodia and
Vietnam at the lower end of the spectrum — and in all instances there is a clear gap between
the AFW and the actual monthly minimum wage. Vietnam is not represented in AFWA’s
membership, which includes organisations from Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia and
Thailand. Of AFWA'’s four Southeast Asian members, only Cambodia and Indonesia have
hosted People’s Tribunals and only Cambodian and Indonesian unions are included in the
AFWA’s Asia Brand Bargaining Group.

Indicator Cambodia Indonesia Malaysia Thailand Vietnam
Population (million, 2015) 15.6 2575 30.3 68.0 91.7
GDP (USD billion, 2015) 18.0 861.9 296.3 395.2 193.6
Manufacturing as % of GDP (2015) 17 21 23 27 14
Value of manufacturing exports (USD billion, latest

year to 2015) 79 66.3 133.0 159.9 132.0
Garment exports as % of manufacturing

exports (2015) 76 115 3.6 2.3 178
Employed persons (million, latest year to 2015) 80 114.8 14.1 384 52.7
Employed persons in manufacturing (million, latest

year to 2015) 16 155 2.3 6.3 7.6
Employed persons in the garment industry (million,

latest year to 2015) 0.6 2.1 0.2 05 1.0
Monthly minimum wage (USD 2015) 128 213 253 237 145
Asia Floor Wage (USD 2015) 410 343 386 373 403

Note: The Cambodian figure is for secondary industry, not manufacturing
Sources: AFWA (2015b), ILO (2015a, b), ILOStat (2017a, b), NIS Cambodia (2017), World Bank (2017a, b), and
World Trade Organization (2017)




5.1 Indonesia

Indonesia has been one of AFWA's core national locations since the establishment of the Asia
Floor Wage initiative. According to the AFWA website, its Indonesian members are the National
Workers Union (Serikat Pekerja Nasional (SPN)); the Federation of Independent Trade Unions
(Gabungan Serikat Buruh Indonesia (GSBI)); the Trade Union Rights Centre (TURC) and the
Sedane Institute for Labour Information (Lembaga Informasi Perburuhan Sedane (LIPS)) (AFWA,
2014b). In practice, however, the Indonesian initiative has been primarily driven by TURC, which
assumed the role of the Indonesia hub. TURC staff supported the initiative because they felt that
the Asian Floor Wage was conceptually sophisticated, but also because they approved of its
attempts to bring different types of organisations together across Asia, Europe and America
(interview with TURC director, March 2016). By contrast, the garment, textile and footwear unions
have showed no interest in substantive engagement, in large part because they felt the Asia Floor
Wage calculation was unrealistic, but also because few resources were available to fund-related
activities (interviews with representatives of GSBI, SPN and Garteks, March 2016).

The major Asia Floor Wage activity in Indonesia has been the People’s Tribunal. Held in June
2014, the tribunal involved members of four unions, including GSBI and SPN, as well as TURC
and LIPS. Brands present included Adidas and H&M, though other major brands including Nike
and Gap declined the invitation to attend. Discussions at the tribunal focussed on failure of the
Indonesian Government to meet its own commitment to pay a living wage, or indeed even to
enforce the payment of minimum wages. Other issues discussed included the use of temporary
contracts and factory relocation; union-busting; the treatment of women workers; and problems
with the operation of the labour courts and the inadequacy of factory inspections. The ensuing
report recommended that all stakeholders pursue the implementation of living wage and the
implementation of freedom of association and collective bargaining, with a series of more specific
recommendations to the government, brands and unions (AFWA, 2014a). For brands, the latter
included the introduction of binding policies mandating the Asia Floor Wage and further efforts
to ensure transparency in auditing, while for the government they focussed on effective operation
of the courts and security forces, as well as monitoring of violations of the labour law. But while
the tribunal event and the report generated some attention to these concerns, Indonesian unions
and labour NGOs reported that there was limited follow-up to these interventions nor any notable
impact on the state, brands or union campaigns and organisational priorities for securing
improvements to wages and working conditions for garment workers in Indonesia.

Indonesian unions’ limited engagement and interest in this regional campaign for a living
wage also certainly relates to the reality that in Indonesia any kind of wage floor is primarily
achieved through the existing minimum wage mechanism. Minimum wages are determined
through an annual process led by local tripartite wage boards, which estimated the income
needed for workers to achieve a decent standard of living, described as requirements for a
decent life (kebutuhan hidup layak (KHL)), represented by a basket of 60 food and non-food
components in the calculation of minimum wage. The agreed figure is then presented to the
local mayor or district head, and then signed off at the provincial level. Used as a rallying point
for street-based protests, this process bolstered union bargaining power and resulted in
increases in major industrial districts of up to 50 per cent (Caraway and Ford, 2014). Under
pressure from employers, the government passed Regulation No. 78/2015 on wage-setting,
which reduced unions’ bargaining power by imposing a set formula based on KHL, the inflation
rate and GDP (Caraway and Ford, 2016). Under these conditions of heightened political and
policy attention to country-specific mechanisms of minimum wage determination, the incentives
for national unions to focus their demands around a regional wage remain very weak.

5.2 Cambodia
In Cambodia, the AFWA has five member organisations: the Community Legal Education
Center; the Cambodian Confederation of Trade Unions; the Cambodian Labour
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Confederation; the Cambodian National Confederation and the National Union Alliance
Chamber of Cambodia (AFWA, 2014b). As in Indonesia, the national hub is an NGO, not a
union. As in Indonesia, also, the most prominent local intervention by the AFWA has been
the organisation of a People’s Tribunal in Phnom Penh in February 2012. Aside from wages,
the tribunal also pointed to the widespread use of fixed duration contracts in the garment
industry, victimization of union leaders and other violations of the right to freedom of
association, and restrictions on the ability of workers to demonstrate and strike. The report
produced following this process noted that the prevailing conditions and poverty wages in
the industry represented a systematic violation of workers’ fundamental right to a decent
human life. It recommended that Cambodian garment workers receive a wage in the range
of US$185-200 until an Asia Floor Wage can be negotiated, and that unions and labour
NGOs in Cambodia should adopt the living wage concept as a central part of their advocacy
and bargaining strategies (AFWA, 2012a).

While the tribunal produced a series of specific recommendations for the actions that brands,
local employers and the Cambodian Government should take to support the realisation of a
living wage for garment workers, the degree of engagement of these actors in the process and its
outcomes was limited or non-existent. The Garment Manufacturers’ Association of Cambodia
refused to attend the tribunal on the basis of a view that it was biased in favour of unions and
workers (AFWA, 2012a). Two brands contracting goods from suppliers in Cambodia attended
the event and provided statements but AFWA (2012b) deemed the general participation and
response of the brands as “inadequate”. Reflecting on the initiative, representatives of several of
the named member organisations of the AFWA reported that the tribunal was not considered to
have had a significant impact on government policy or agencies, or on business practices. Some
did, however, believe that it had raised the profile of the term “living wage”, noting also that they
had at times cited the monthly wage figure produced by the process as an aspirational target in
some of their campaigns on wages (interviews, January 2017).

However, as with Indonesia, the same constituent organisations pointed to the lack of follow-
up in subsequent years to consolidate or extend the reach of the living wage as a concept or a
viable economic and political demand. Instead, the focus of Cambodian unions in the garment
industry has been on the mechanisms, institutions and outcomes of minimum wage-setting
(interviews, January 2017). This is especially so because, after years of wage stagnation, there
has been sustained worker mobilisation on wages since 2013/2014, when a strike wave and
protests resulted in violent street confrontations (Ward and Mouyly, 2016). This event evoked a
strong response from the state which, while presiding over a series of wage increases, has
sought to now more carefully manage the process by which minimum wages are determined
and by passing new labour laws pertaining to trade union registration[8]. Independent and
opposition unions report that almost all of their attention on wages was absorbed by
campaigns, while pro-government unions are involved in institutional participation or
government lobbying around the minimum wage processes and outcomes (interviews, January
2017). None reported any strong commitment, nor sustained organisational engagement, with
working for and supporting the campaign to build a regional living wage.

6. Conclusion

All global or regional union or advocacy groups inevitably confront challenges when
working in and across multiple national contexts. These include the difficulty of resourcing
and then sustaining campaigning interventions and developing effective organisational
structures across scale, as well as the relative incentives or disincentives for local or
national unions to engage in regional or global networks or campaigns. As a consequence,
the reach and effect of transnational wage campaigns can only be understood with
consideration of the national economic, political and institutional context that drives
the strategies and priorities of constituent organisations, governments and industry



stakeholders. Through its actions and communications, the AFWA has no doubt
contributed to increased awareness in the region of the living wage concept and, alongside
initiatives and campaigns by other organisations, attention to many non-wage problems
that have a negative impact on the labour rights and wellbeing of garment workers in global
supply chains. The Asia Floor Wage has gained some traction with international NGOs
such as the Fair Labor Association and the Workers Rights Consortium and, as noted
earlier, has been adopted as a living wage benchmark by the Fair Wear Foundation
(Bhattacharjee and Roy, 2012). However — in Cambodia and Indonesia at least — the
campaign has had a minimal effect on the discourse and practice of brands, local companies
and government agencies, or even local trade unions.

Efforts towards a common and coordinated regional approach to living wages may
continue, but it is unlikely to gain traction in the absence of robust local and regional coalitions
of trade unions, which the AFWA itself positions at the very centre of its strategy. The idea of a
regional living wage as a long-term aspiration is compatible with local trade union agendas.
However, even though the Asia Floor Wage is lower than some other calculations[9] the level at
which it is set — in Cambodia’s case, at 3.2 times the prevailing minimum wage — means that it is
at best peripheral to those unions’ organisational strategies and practice. In these circumstances,
the main locus of union activity and practice on wages is likely to remain local minimum wage
determination institutions and processes. These organisational priorities have a practical logic
in light of the relative likelihood of achieving a concrete outcome through mobilisation, lobbying
or industrial action, as evidenced by the success of national and sub-national campaigns and
worker mobilisations in increasing minimum wages in both Indonesia and Cambodia.

However, ultimately, there remains a gulf between what campaigns and worker
mobilisations have produced and what workers actually need — by any definition — in terms
of a living wage. Importantly, also, an increase in minimum wages does not guarantee that these
wages will actually be delivered: as noted by a recent ILO study, there is widespread non-
compliance in the payment of minimum wages in the garment manufacturing industry across
the region (Cowgill and Huynh, 2016). Instances where employers do not pay minimum wages,
in conjunction with evidence on violations of freedom of association rights and persistent poor
working conditions, expose the weakness of government agencies of enforcement and corporate
monitoring systems, and points to the important role for independent worker representation
and networks of representation across scale in both securing and enforcing real wage gains.

Notes

1. Authors are listed alphabetically and have contributed equally to the article. Ford’s contribution
was supported by an Australian Research Council Future Fellowship project entitled ‘“Trade
Unionism and Trade Union Aid in Indonesia, Malaysia and Timor-Leste’ (FT120100778). A total of
40 interviews were conducted in March and November 2016 and in January 2017.
This core research was supplemented by insights from the interviews with Global Union
Federation representatives in Singapore and Geneva, and with representatives of other
multi-stakeholder initiatives including the Fair Wear Foundation and the Freedom of Association
Protocol, undertaken as part of a multi-year study of Global Union Federations funded by a
Discovery Project grant from the Australian Research Council (DP130101650).

2. For a survey of living wage literature, see Werner and Lim (2016). There are only a handful of
studies of the living wage initiatives in the garment industry (see Miller and Williams, 2009; Miller
and Hohenegger, 2016) or in Asia (see e.g. Bhattacharjee ef al, 2009; Merk, 2010), the latter
authored by AFWA participants.

3. Purchasing power parity conversion factors are set by the World Bank.

4. The Anker method is used and supported by the Global Living Wage Coalition (GLWC), which is
linked to a sustainability and social/environmental certification network (the ISEAL alliance).
The ISEAL alliance has committed to supporting a living wage by developing, promoting and

In search of a
living wage in
Southeast Asia

911




ER
39,6

912

testing this living wage method. For details, see www.isealalliance.org/our-work/improving-
effectiveness/global-living-wage-coalition.

5. For a detailed account of the GUFs and their operations, see Croucher and Cotton (2011). For a
critical overview of the literature on the GUFs, see Ford and Gillan (2015).

6. The ITGLWF was one of three GUFs that merged to form IndustriALL in June 2012.
7. For an overview of these voluntaristic private initiatives in the garment industry, see Esbenshade (2012).

8. In July 2015, AFWA together with other NGOs and trade unions wrote a letter to the President of
the National Assembly and other senior government officials in Cambodia urging them not to pass
the Trade Union Law and the Law on Associations and NGOs (LANGO) arguing that these laws
would restrict freedom of association (AFWA, 2015a).

9. For a higher calculation of a living wage in Cambodia see (Labour Behind the Label and
Community Legal Education Centre, 2013).
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