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A
lta Gracia is an unusual collaboration between labor 
rights advocates, student activists and Joe Bozich, CEO 
of Knights Apparel, the nation’s leading producer of 
college clothing, which beats Nike and Adidas to domi-
nate the $4 billion collegiate market. In 2005, Scott 

Nova, WRC’s executive director and a veteran human rights 
advocate, contacted Bozich to alert him that a company he had 
just acquired was doing business with a factory in the Philippines 
whose workers complained about labor violations to the WRC. 

“Joe was unusual,” recalls Nova. “He didn’t just blame the 
subcontractor. He wasn’t looking for a quick fix just to get rid of 
a public relations problem. He was genuinely interested in how 
to improve conditions for the workers.”  

Nova and Bozich started talking about whether the econom-
ics of clothing production allowed for “the perfect factory,” one 
that could produce well-made items in a safe workplace and 
pay workers decent wages and bene fits. Worker abuse surfaces 
on factory floors, but it is rooted in the dynamics of the global 
apparel industry, in which so-called manufacturers—in reality, 
design and marketing firms—outsource the fabrication of cloth-
ing to independent contractors worldwide. In this labor-intensive 
industry where capital requirements are minimal, it is relatively 
easy to open a clothing factory. This has led to a global race to 
the bottom: there is always someplace, somewhere, clothing can 
be made still more cheaply. Today more than 90 percent of the 
clothing in US retail stores is imported. 

Based in Washington, DC, WRC has a global network of 
experts who monitor factory conditions in response to workers’ 
complaints. Along with pressure from USAS, WRC’s investiga-
tions have forced Nike, Russell and other brands to improve 
conditions at some factories making clothing for the college 
market. It has not been easy. 

“This is an industry obsessed with pennies,” says Nova. 
“We’ve had tremendous resistance from the big labels.” 

Bozich’s interest posed a critical opportunity—although he 
was not the first to try to make clothing with a conscience a 
successful business model. In 2001, Ben Cohen, co-founder of 
Ben & Jerry’s, started a company called SweatX whose univer-
sity apparel was to be produced in a sweat-free factory in a sea 
of sweatshops in the Los Angeles garment district. Its thirty-
five workers had a union contract with UNITE and earned a 
living wage and health benefits. But the company was badly 
mismanaged from the start. In two years it went through five 
CEOs and lost a lot of good will when merchandise arrived at 
college retailers months late. SweatX closed its doors in 2004 
[see Richard Appelbaum and Peter Dreier, “SweatX Closes Up 
Shop,” July 19, 2004].

Nova was well aware of the SweatX disaster when he began 
talks with Bozich about starting another sweat-free factory. He 
proposed a site in the DR where a Korean-owned plant had 
once made clothing for Nike and Reebok. The company, BJ&B, 
had shut the factory down after its employees unionized. But 
its workers had forged ties with US activists, and USAS leaders 
convinced Bozich that students would encourage their peers to 
buy clothing produced there. In February 2010, after a $500,000 
renovation, the Alta Gracia facility opened for business.

The new factory is cooler than other nearby workplaces, 

with good ventilation, plenty of windows and overhead lighting 
that helps workers avoid eye strain. But the biggest difference, 
says Upia, are the chairs. In most Dominican sewing factories, 
workers sit on hard metal seats with no back support, leaning 
awkwardly to operate their sewing machines. “We would try to 
make cushions on the chairs from the scraps of leftover clothes,” 
she recalls. “Your body would hurt all day.” Soon after the Alta 
Gracia factory opened, the workers noticed some nice-looking 
office chairs being unloaded from a truck. “They must be for 
the managers,” Upia thought. But they had been ordered for the 
workers, at a cost of about $50 apiece. “Now,” says Upia, “I don’t 
have the back pain anymore.” 

In June 2010 Alta Gracia workers established a union and 
elected leaders. The vote took place in front of the factory with 
no opposition from management. In fact, the company and the 
union jointly sponsor employee workshops, on company time, 
about workers’ rights, conducted by the Dominican Labor 
Foundation. The union and management have a joint health and 
safety committee, and the union conducts vaccination programs 
and HIV prevention workshops. The union and management 
meet regularly to discuss production, employee morale and 
potential improvements to the facility.

Sarah Adler-Milstein, a Brown University graduate who 
wrote her thesis on Dominican labor conditions, visits the plant 
once or twice a week on behalf of the WRC. She says she’s 
“very impressed” with its middle management. “That’s where 
most conflicts happen—with insults and abusive treatment 
from supervisors. But this factory has a very different feeling. 
Management often fills in and sews next to people.”

T
he survival of Alta Gracia will largely hinge on whether 
students are aware of the brand and its message. On many 
campuses efforts to promote it are in full swing. At the 
University of Maryland, students have circulated fliers 
reading, “Your sweatshirt can be a force for change in the 

world.” At Occidental College in Los Angeles, a Rock the Tag 
campaign, which included getting college president Jonathan 
Veitch to pose for a photo wearing an Alta Gracia T-shirt, was 
so successful the campus bookstore sold out its initial order in 
weeks. Other campuses have held fashion shows of union-made 
clothing. In September USAS sponsored two Alta Gracia workers 
who toured fourteen campuses from North Carolina to Boston. 
At Yale the visit inspired a student petition to get the university 
to purchase Alta Gracia T-shirts to distribute to incoming fresh-
men, at alumni reunions and other special events. 

“Universities have a responsibility to be concerned about 
working conditions and compensation,” says David Skorton, 
president of Cornell University, where Alta Gracia items are sold 
in the bookstore. “We should encourage students to be aware 
that what they buy has an impact on the lives of many people.”

Whether campus bookstores prominently display Alta 
Gracia apparel makes a big difference. Some managers are 
reluctant to promote the label, which competes with brands 
like Nike, which pay universities huge licensing fees for the 
right to use their names, logos and mascots on the clothing 
they produce, mostly in Asian sweatshops. But others, like Jim 
Wilkerson, who runs Duke University’s twenty-seven campus 




