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H&M signs global union agreement 
 

Clothing giant H&M is following Prime Minister Stefan Löfven’s example by trying to export the 
Swedish labour market model all around the world. H&M has now made permanent its 
agreement with the international union organisation IndustriAll, which is concerned with union 
influence and the improvement of conditions for the textile workers who make our clothes. 
 
In this agreement, H&M, IndustriAll and Sweden’s IF Metall undertake to each play their part in 
working towards ensuring effective relations between unions and employers. To begin with, 
this will focus on the large manufacturing countries such as Bangladesh, Cambodia, Burma, 
Indonesia and Turkey, where training has already commenced in the fields of labour law, labour 
relations, collective agreements and the peaceful resolution of conflict, both for supplier 
companies and for their employees. 
 
H&M promises to actively use its influence to encourage its suppliers to respect both human 
and union rights. 
 
“This agreement is firmly built upon Swedish values, and it has a clear link to the government’s 
Global Deal”, asserts H&M’s Sustainability Manager Anna Gedda. 
 
“It is easy for such agreements to be perceived as being full of empty words but, for us, it is 
clear that this work is giving tangible results”, she says – a view which is backed by both 
IndustriAll’s General Secretary Jyrki Raina and IF Metall’s President Anders Ferbe. 
 
Anders Ferbe talks about it being an important benchmark when one of the world’s leading 
brands wants to improve the conditions of one of the most world’s most-heavily exploited 
occupational groups. 
 
“We must not underestimate the difficulties involved, but this is a step in the right direction”, 
says Ferbe. 
 
The framework agreement applies to 1.6 million textile workers in approximately 1,900 
factories which manufacture H&M’s products. It is based upon the conviction that cooperation 
between unions and employers is crucial to the creation of enduring improvements for the 
workers. The collaboration between H&M, IndustriAll and Sweden’s IF Metall has already been 
ongoing for a year, on a trial basis – now, it has been made permanent. 
 
H&M’s Anna Gedda and IndustriAll’s Jyrki Raina point to two concrete examples of where the 
parties have, together, been able to improve conditions for the employees in Pakistan and 
Myanmar. Central to both examples is the way in which the local subcontractor was 
encouraged to accept the staff’s local union club. Last winter, the Chinese factory management 
in Myanmar refused to recognise the newly-formed local union; instead, they offered the 
workers representation according to the Chinese model. However, following a strike and two 
weeks of campaigning by H&M and IndustriAll, the union club was finally recognised as a 



counterpart for negotiations. In Pakistan, the factory management was encouraged to reinstate 
eighty employees who had been made redundant as a result of union activity. 
 
The collaboration has been met with cautiously positive reactions from Clean Clothes 
Campaign, which is an international network of approximately 300 organisations that work to 
promote issues and rights pertaining to solidarity, women, youth and unions. 
 
The campaign agrees that it is desirable to want to create well-functioning parties which, 
through collective agreements, are able to lay the foundations for more-reasonable wages. At 
the same time, however, it questions whether H&M has also promised its suppliers to pay more 
for the garments. 
 
IndustriAll’s Jyrki Raina and IF Metall’s Anders Ferbe also make it clear that not even such a 
global giant as H&M can change the conditions in Asia’s heavily-exploited clothing industry on 
its own. 
 
Even if H&M has good intentions, one factory will often manufacture four or five different 
brands at the same time, and some of these are strongly anti-union, not least the American 
ones. 
 
“It is not possible to say to the employees that ‘you will receive a good wage and fair conditions 
but only when you are making H&M’s clothes’. Therefore, the pressing objective is to establish 
national collective agreements at industry level, to which everyone in the country will adhere”, 
says Jyrki Raina. 
 
With this in mind, is it possible for anything to actually change as a result of H&M’s global 
framework agreement? 
 
“Because H&M is so large, we need H&M to play a leading role in this development”, asserts 
Raina. 
 
“We have a similar agreement with Inditex – which owns Zara – covering 1.4 million employees. 
There are also British and German brands that are more progressive. Together, these 
agreements combine to exert public pressure, which is driving this process forwards. In 
Cambodia, everybody is now involved – even the politicians – in efforts to, with increased 
wages and better working conditions, reduce the risk of accidents and protests.” 
 
H&M’s Anna Gedda points to the fact that there are 18 clothing brands participating in the ACT 
collaboration to promote fair pay and principles within the industry. 
 
“But, if we are to be able to have more of an influence, there needs to be even more of us”, she 
asserts. 
 
 
 

Link to the original article (in Swedish) 
http://www.dn.se/ekonomi/hm-skriver-globalt-fackligt-avtal/ 
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