
Olympic and Paralympic Merchandise is big business. The organisers of the 
2012 Games estimate that the iconic London 2012 mascots Wenlock and 
Mandeville will boost total sales of Olympic key rings, soft toys, stickers, 
badges, backpacks and limited-edition playing cards to £1bn. This is good 
news for London and the Olympics, but there is a hidden cost being paid by 
the Chinese workers employed to make these goods. As athletes put in long 
hours of training and battle it out to beat world records in their respective 
sports, workers around the world are forced into a race to the bottom on 
wages and conditions. But no medals will be awarded for their long hours, 
and record breaking efforts to meet production targets on time. ‘Toying with 
Workers’ Rights’ has confirmed yet again that as the demand for consumer 
merchandise mounts in the build up to the Olympics, workers must work 
excessively long hours of overtime, for very little pay, in often dangerous 
and exhausting working environments, with employers showing little 
regard for internationally recognised labour standards or national laws.

Executive Summary: 

TOYING WITH WORKERS’ RIGHTS

Factory A started producing London 2012 badges in 2011, including 
badges featuring the Wenlock and Mandeville mascots. The factory 
employs around 500 workers in low season and up to 1000 workers in 
peak production periods. At the time of the research it was employing 
around 500 people. The factory is located in a rural area outside Huizhou 
in Guangdong province. It is not near any main town and workers are 
relatively isolated. The majority of employees are migrant workers  from 
rural Chinese villages aged between sixteen and twenty four, and have 
limited access to housing, education and medical care.

Factory B is producing stuffed toys and collectibles of the two Olympic 
Mascots Wenlock and Mandeville. Production of the mascots started 
in April 2011 and was continuing in October, when the research took 
place. Located in a rural area of Guangdong province, the company 
produces plush toys for the export market and employs 250 workers in 
low production periods and 600 in high production periods. 

The Factories
This report investigates conditions in two factories in China producing official merchandise bearing 
the London 2012 Olympic Games logo. 

play-fair.org  
This report is published by the Play Fair Campaign. 
Play Fair is a global campaign coordinated by 
international trade union federations and NGOs; 
namely, the International Trade Union Confederation, 
the International Textile, Garment and Leather 
Workers’ Federation, the Clean Clothes Campaign, 
and Building and Wood Workers’ International. 

playfair2012.org 

The Playfair 2012 Campaign, a joint project coordinated 
by the Trades Union Congress and Labour Behind the 
Label, also co- published this report. Playfair 2012  
exists to influence London games organisers and 
international sportswear brands and licensees to raise 
the bar on workers’ rights in the run up to the 2012 
Olympic Games.   



Code breached on every point
 

The Play Fair Campaign asked researchers to document the reality of conditions in these factories 
compared to the standards enshrined in the London Organising Committee of the Olympic Games  
and Paralympic Games’  (LOCOG) sourcing conduct, which includes the Ethical Trading Initiative 
Base Code. This code should guarantee a living wage, secure employment, healthy and safe 
working conditions and freedom of association and prohibit child and forced labour. The findings 
were highly concerning.  Research across the two factories found breaches of every one of the 
nine standards games organisers LOCOG have committed to try to implement in its supply chain. 

Poverty wages and excessive working hours
 

None of the workers were being paid enough in their standard salary to cover the most basic of costs 
and provide a discretionary income - the definition of a living wage in the LOCOG code. In Factory B, 
workers were not even receiving the minimum wage. Only a small proportion of the workers in either 
factory were being paid the social security benefits they are guaranteed under Chinese law, leaving 
most with no access to healthcare or pensions. In order to boost woefully inadequate basic salaries 
workers across both factories were working up to 100 hours overtime a month. The legal monthly limit 
is 36 hours. Some were working 24 hour shifts, others were not provided with a rest day. Even if this 
was not economically necessary this overtime was not voluntary; workers needed special permission if 
they decided they did not want the overtime work. These extra hours could make more of a difference 
to workers’ lives if they were paid according to law, but neither of the factories provided overtime rates 
stipulated by law.

Underage workers
 

In China it is illegal for workers to be employed 
in full time work if they are under the age of 
sixteen, yet several fifteen year old workers 
were employed in Factory A, in contravention 
of LOCOG’s code on child labour. 

Dangerous workplaces
 

The health and safety conditions at both factories, both in the 
workplace and in the dormitories provided for workers, needed 
significant improvement. Personal Protective Equipment for 
workers was either insufficient or its use was not compulsory. 
With no worker having received training on health an safety 
in the workplace, many were forgoing personal safety in order 
to work faster, meet production targets, and earn better pay. 
Workers in Factory A were put at serious risk by dangerous 
chemicals being used and stored badly. None of the workers 
interviewed knew about fire procedures or how to use safety 
equipment. Back problems were common as a result of long 
hours sitting on stool. Dormitories were stuffy and in Factory B 
access to warm water was extremely limited.

WHAT WE FOUND

No rights
Even if workers did have the information they needed to complain, their union rights were ignored. 
Neither factory had systems in place to allow for independent worker representation. This meant each 
worker had to make a complaint individually, without the protection provided by collective action. 
One worker who did complain about his wages was fined for “offending” his supervisor. It was clear that 
none of the workers felt able to organise, another right that they are supposed to be guaranteed under 
the LOCOG code. 

Olympic responsibility
 

For years, the International Olympic Committee (IOC), and its national counterparts have preached 
ideals of ethics and fairness, but the IOC have taken little responsibility for putting this into practice for 
the millions of workers making Olympic products around the world. In response to Playfair campaign 
pressure, LOCOG has gone further than previous games organisers in procurement measures. It has 
adopted a model sourcing code encompassing internationally recognised human rights, embedded 
this code in contractual agreements with licensees, demanded that suppliers provide audit reports 
of production sites, and set up a complaints mechanism for its supply chain.  Yet these steps have not 
proved sufficient to tackle the systematic exploitation of workers in the promotional goods industry.

Why LOCOG commitments are failing to make a difference
 

The truth is that LOCOG’s measures have done little to really make a change to workers’ rights on the 
ground and its efforts have been limited to relying on audits that are notoriously bad at uncovering 
the reality for workers employed in factories on the other side of the world. Play Fair has shown again 
and again through ongoing reports that audit fraud is widespread and that single day, announced 
inspections cannot be relied upon to provide the truth about working conditions. Our research found 
that workers are coached, threatened and even bribed to mislead auditors. One worker told us many 
are afraid they would be sacked if they unveiled the truth. “Consumers may feel the Olympics mascots 
are fun and cute, they will never think of the hard work, low wage we have in the factory,” she said.

This is why, since the beginning of LOCOG’s work, we have repeatedly told them any genuine efforts for 
change must be involve workers themselves. They must know about the rights they are entitled to and 
have access to a mechanism to demand change. Yet none of the workers we spoke to even knew that 
LOCOG had a code, let alone what it should mean for them.  Nor did any of them know that there was 
a complaints mechanism they could use to raise issues with LOCOG directly. Furthermore, there was no 
worker representative that could help in raising a complaint and the information they need to make a 
complaint was only available in English.

A system of exploitation that has existed for decades won’t be changed without robust action. In an 
industry with intense price competition, licensee companies procuring goods bearing the Olympic 
logo are promoting ethics with a quiet voice, but demanding high quality and low cost with a much 
louder one. In response, supplier factories pay lip service to ethics, while transferring the true cost 
of production onto the workforce, in the form of poverty pay, insecure employment and excessive 
obligatory overtime. 

No contracts 

For workers to demand their rights they need to know what they are. Workers in Factory A weren’t 
provided with a copy of their contract, in Factory B the contract differed from the actual conditions 
provided, particularly in regard to wages.  The factory did not provide payslips so workers did not 
even know how much they were being paid and for what, making it impossible to challenge these 
discrepancies. In Factory B workers were fined if they left their employment before the end of their five 
year contract, contravening LOCOG code provisions on freely chosen employment. 



The findings in this report are worrying – Poverty pay, serious health and safety risks, union rights disregarded, 
lack of contracts, child labour, illegal fining and low wages.  LOCOG’s Sustainable Sourcing code and the ETI base 
code which it includes were found to be violated on every point. This cannot be easily explained away.

The Olympic Committees and the licensees that win their contracts must take responsibility for ensuring that 
working conditions are fair. Action needs to come from the top, with a clear indication from the IOC that workers 
are not to be abused in the race to make goods for the games.  National Organising committees also have an 
influential role to play in standing behind internationally recognised labour standards and human rights  and 
building these into contractual agreements. Licensees too must work with their supplier factories to monitor 
and implement programmes to improve rights and conditions in all their suppliers. This isn’t a tick box game, 
but one that takes long term commitment and perseverance – traits which any athlete will know are what make 
for success.

International Olympic Committee
Publicly acknowledge the need to end the exploitation and abuse of workers involved in the sportswear,  •	

            athletic footwear and promotional goods industries
Include the principle of respect for workers rights in The Olympic Charter and IOC Code of Ethics•	
Make the ratification and application of international labour standards an important consideration in  •	

            host country selection
Oblige National Organising Committees to require internationally recognised labour standards are  •	

           upheld by any companies providing goods and services to the games
Facilitate sharing of learning on sustainability and ethics between National Organising Committees so  •	

            that best practice is built from games to games
Oversee a complaints mechanism that can be used by any workers and their trade unions involved in the  •	

            provision of goods and services to any Olympic Games

National Organising Committees of the Olympic Games (including LOCOG)
Ensure contracts with licensees and sponsors of the Games include legal obligations to meet internationally  •	

            recognised labour standards and take proactive steps to monitor and remediate violations of these
Publicly disclose the location of sites producing goods for the Olympic Games, and ensure that the  •	

            requirement to publicly disclose all production sites is built into contracts with licensees.
Work with licensees to investigate and remediate the violations uncovered in production settings.  •	

            Publicly report on the progress of this.
Ensure that information in regard to sourcing codes and complaints mechanisms are translated into  •	

            local languages, and information on their meaning and use is accessible
Work with trade unions and local labour rights groups to provide training and awareness of codes of  •	

            conducts and complaints mechanisms in all factories associated with Olympic production

Olympic Licensees
Make a public commitment to respect internationally recognised labour standards for all workers in their  •	

            supply chain.
Include in their contracts with suppliers a requirement to comply with internationally recognised labour  •	

            standards.
Work with their suppliers and trade unions to ensure implementation of internationally recognised  •	

            labour standards and to resolve any violations
Commit to ensuring that all workers making their products are paid a living wage,•	
Support the creation of a positive climate where workers are free to organise and join trade unions•	
Eliminate the use of short-term contacts and provide job security•	
Build long term relationships with supplier factories•	

CHANGE HAS TO HAPPEN

 
For Further information about the Playfair 2012 campaign, please contact ssukhram@tuc.org.uk or anna@labourbehindthelabel.org


