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Greetings from New Delhi, 
India!

I’ve just returned to the 
hotel from what could be 
called my first operation as 
an undercover photographer. 
I have to admit, it was 
quite exciting...  

I am here to photograph a 
story about the exploitation 
of workers in the garment 
industry, as India is the 
second largest producer 
of textiles in the world. 
So far this trip has been 
quite a ride. I wasn’t 
aware of the complexities 
of the trade and shall be 
returning with plenty of 
food for thought.



Today I teamed up with the 
amazing local organisation, 
Bachpan Bachao Andolan. 
They find and bust factories 
using child labour, 
because when you’re talking 
about garment production 
unfortunately child 
enslavement is often part of 
the story. Do you remember 
back in 2007, when Gap was 
exposed for selling items 
made by children? It was BBA 
who discovered this during 
one of their raids.  

BBA allowed me to join them 
on a fact-finding mission 
and so I followed a group of 
activists deeper and deeper 
into the maze of Delhi’s 
backstreets, stepping over 
dead rats, open sewage pipes 
and burning rubbish.   

To gain access to the 
sweatshops, a British BBA team 
member and I posed as buyers 
from a fictional company 
called Bethnal Green Import/
Export, who wanted to get a 
good deal on some garments 
we needed produced quickly.  
It was unnerving and 
exciting at the same time. 
I felt like a secret agent! 
My new friends were anxious 
to get this over and done 
with, as they were acutely 
aware that things could 
soon turn nasty if our real 
intensions were exposed. 



The idea was that while 
the team was closing in on 
the owner, I’d sneak out to 
take shots of the sweatshop. 
Twice our plan failed 
dismally, but finally it 
succeeded at the third 
and last factory. 

It was truly disturbing. 
The three-story building 
was packed with workers — 
children and adults alike 
— sewing sequins onto 
garments. It was a horrible 
place: cockroaches 
everywhere, and the stench 
of urine combined with 
the suffocating heat made 
it hard to breathe. To my 
surprise, the moment I lifted 
my camera, the workers who’d 
been initially startled by 
the appearance of a white 
women in the doorframe, 
started smiling. 



All except one: the smallest 
boy in the back of the 
room, who looked at me with 
despondent eyes and returned 
to his work immediately, 
untouched by the strangeness 
of the scene. 

It was clear that at least 
some of the workers stayed 
here over night, and 
according to Shivankar, it 
was probably the children.   

I met Shivankar at a rescue 
centre for child slaves a 
few days ago. He’s one of 
India’s many internally 
trafficked children. There 
are thousands of them and 
many are never rescued. He 
told me that to stop children 
escaping, they often aren’t 
allowed to ever leave their 
workstations, having to 
eat, sleep and work at the 
same spot for years.

Shivankar was rescued from 
a factory similar to the 
one I’ve just been to. 
He described how his parents 
sold him into bonded labour 
at the age of six, believing 
that he was to be given an 
education as well as work.

But instead, he was brought 
to a factory in Delhi to 
become one of 65 children 
working 16-hour days, 
adding embroidery to 
garments destined to be worn 
by people like you and me.   

He spoke of his fear, the 
abuse, the beatings and 
how at one o’clock each 
morning he would sweep the 
floor and sleep on the very 
spot he had crouched and 
worked all day. He never 
left the factory once in 
six years, until he was 
rescued at age 12.  





known to be rife in this 
business. What worries me 
is that because we know 
about this, continue to 
turn a blind eye, and indeed 
buy the goods resulting 
from this crime, we are 
perpetrators, too. 

So what to do, Clare? If 
any of our clothes could 
have been made in this way, 
we are obliged to act, 
aren’t we? 

The thing is, it’s not only 
about child labour; it’s 
about the exploitation of 
garment workers in general, 
the lack of rights, rough 
conditions, poor payment, 

about the deaths, suicides 
and illnesses that this 
business causes. It’s about 
the pressure that the 
brands and retailers put on 
suppliers to work even 
faster and cheaper, no 
matter the cost (the human 
cost that is). We know it 
all. But where is the outcry, 
the action? What happened 
to consumer power? 

Instead, we take a cynical 
stance and jokingly proclaim 
that a child or exploited 
labourer has probably made 
our latest purchase, as if 
the mere acknowledgement 
of the issue makes it any 
better; it doesn’t.

I find this mind boggling, 
I mean imagine: 6 years, 
same spot, same room, same 
work, no family, no money, 
only abuse, pressure and 
more abuse…and for what? 
So you and I can wear a 
piece of cheaper clothing 
and feel trendy? 

By the time we left the 
factory, the doors to the 
sweatshops, previously left 
open, were shut tight and 
padlocked; the only sign of 
life was the loud Indian 
music seeping through the 
cracks. My guys took this 
as a clear indicator that 
the owner had grown 
suspicious. We ended up 

running back to our car, 
weaving our way through 
busy side streets and 
backyards laughing 
hysterically, hearts pounding, 
happy about the success of 
our little operation, but 
terrified about the things 
we had seen. At least that’s 
true for me, as the eyes of 
the little boy are firmly 
imprinted on my mind and no 
doubt will stay there forever.

You know, there is a law in 
India that prohibits child 
and bonded labour. It’s just 
that not much is done to 
regulate the crime or 
convict perpetrators: 
corruption and bribery are 





Personally, I am fed up with 
feeling guilty every time I 
go shopping. I’ve had enough 
of giving my money to 
companies who don’t care 
about the human cost of 
their products and I can’t 
ignore it any longer. 

I think we as consumers could 
make a much bigger difference 
if we only cared more. It was 
consumer power that recently 
persuaded Nike and Puma to 
lay off nasty chemicals in 
their trainer production 
lines, ultimately saving 
not only the environment but 
also the lives of many workers. 

We seem to forget that it’s 
us shoppers that the brands 
need for their success, not 
the other way around. I think 
this puts us in a pretty 
good bargaining position, 
don’t you? Let’s use this 
power to shape how we want 
our clothes to be made.

To me this starts with the 
companies making fashion.
I think that retailers, 
designers and brands need 
to step up and take full 
responsibility for what 
happens throughout their 
supply chains, regardless 
of how challenging this 
might be. 





It’s not true that it’s 
impossible to control this 
part of the business; it’s 
a matter of priorities and 
investment. As long as the 
big garment manufacturers 
take their business to 
countries like India for 
nothing more than the benefit 
of cheap labour and profit, 
without any interest in a 
long-term commitment, nothing 
will ever change.  

And that’s why I want us 
to become responsible and 
proactive consumers who 
insist on this desperately 
needed change, Clare. Let’s 
ask awkward questions about 
living wages and working 
conditions, send emails 
to brands demanding justice, 
start petitions, join 
pressure groups and find 
and support the companies 
that already tick all the 
boxes on our guilt-free 
shopping wish list. Let’s 
get organised... with all 
the social media around, 
it’s never been this easy.

I am back in London soon. 
See you then for our first 
steps as picky, demanding 
and empowered fashion divas. 
Your friend,
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Visit www.dearclare.com to find a list of 
ethical brands and pressure groups and to 
take action by writing a message to your 
chosen retailer.

(Messages will be passed on to the director 
of that company by dearclare.com)

You can also get involved by adding to 
the list of ethical brands or leaving ideas 
for a more constructive way of shopping.


