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Fair Wear Foundation – social labelling conference, Newcastle, September 2010

Can a process be labelled? 
The Fair Wear Foundation Experience 
In 1999 in The Netherlands, NGOs (including Clean Clothes Campaign), two major unions and three business associations jointly started a social compliance initiative called Fair Wear Foundation. Ten years later, FWF has grown into an independent verification initiative governed – and financed – by the same three stakeholder groups: NGOs, trade unions and business associations. Local stakeholders – including trade unions, labour and women’s NGOs and universities – play a major role both in mapping the local context and in the auditing process and FWF’s complaints procedure. 

As consumers continually demand assurances that allow them to adapt their consumer behaviour to their ideals, Fair Wear Foundation decided over a year ago to permit its company affiliates to use FWF’s logo in hangtags and labels. FWF acknowledges that it cannot guarantee that during the manufacturing of its members’ products, the FWF Code of Labour Practices will not at some point be violated. Where FLO provides such an assurance concerning foodstuff commodities, a similar assurance is not yet possible for more complex supply chains with more labour-intensive phases and the accompanying social issues. This paper examines the challenges involved in the introduction of a social label which seeks to kitemark both factories and product on the basis of  process rather than a state. It details the specific ‘supply chain responsibility’ approach taken by FWF, presents stakeholder views of this recent initiative, and draws some conclusions for the debate on social labelling in general.
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