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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Often consumers in Western Europe believe that “Made in Europe” is a synonym for working 
conditions that are better than in production countries in Asia. This report shows that  
this is not always the case, and that problematic working conditions and very low wages in 
particular, are occurring endemically across global supply chains worldwide. In Europe’s low-
wage countries, the clothing and shoe industry is notorious for poor pay and bad conditions. 

We conducted research in six European low-wage production countries. We found that global 
shoe supply chains include low-wage countries in Europe as well as in other world regions, 
and that there are strong interlinkages between, for example, European and Asian shoe pro-
duction and the industries’ distinctive roles in global supply chains.

We chose Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina and the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia as 
examples of European production countries outside the EU but with a significant share of shoe 
production as well as export markets in the EU. The OECD defines Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovi-
na and Macedonia as “developing countries”. Poland, Romania and Slovakia were chosen as 
examples of three EU member states with significant footwear sectors. Shoe and clothing 
production in Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia, Romania and Slovakia work mostly 
under the outward processing trade (OPT) scheme – an EU-initiated trade scheme created in 
the 70s whereby pre-cut inputs are exported to be assembled and sewn before being re-im-
ported free of duty. Although this practice saves higher, value-added workplaces in Western 
Europe, it sees the labour-intensive, low value-added work outsourced to nearby low-wage 
countries. OPT has long been proven to be a dead-end scheme for workers, national econo-
mies and businesses. In addition to this trade and production initiative, the European Commis-
sion, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank exert another form of leverage on 
Europe’s post-socialist countries: they restrict wage development through imposing policies as 
part of credit deals. These restrictive wage policies sustain a low-wage region within Europe.

In our field research, we conducted interviews with 179 shoe workers from 12 factories.  
According to interviewed workers and factory websites, all of the factories produce for well-
known shoe brands and retailers that sell their products on the EU market, including Zara, 
Lowa, Deichmann, Ara, Geox, Bata and Leder & Schuh AG. We also investigated the subsid-
iaries of CCC Shoes & Bags in Poland and of Ecco, Rieker and Gabor in Slovakia. According 
to workers (and our experience backs up this claim), the problems found are of a systemic 
nature.

Workers in all six countries earn extremely low wages that are insufficient to cover their 
basic needs or those of their families. In those countries researched, the minimum wage far 
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from ensures a decent standard of living for workers and their families, and does little to 
tackle in-work poverty. In all the researched European countries, the gap between an esti-
mated living wage and the legal minimum wage is higher – sometimes considerably higher 
– than the equivalent gap in China. 

Low labour costs, and thus low wages, remain under high and even increasing pressure.  
All of the workers interviewed mentioned very low wages as their core concern. Many workers 
reported unpaid overtime, difficulties taking their full annual leave, which they are entitled  
to, unpaid mandatory social insurance, excessively high and low temperatures in the facto-
ries as well as multiple health risks due to toxic substances in the workplace. Workers are 
afraid to organise but also have nobody to talk to.

Field research suggests that the predominant piece rate system is very problematic in terms  
of wages, working hours and occupational safety. The piece rate system means that workers 
are paid according to production targets. Interviewees mentioned that trying to fulfil their 
quotas caused high levels of stress, which sometimes resulted in unpaid overtime. The piece 
rate system also often seems to pose a critical hurdle to the implementation of adequate safety 
measures. Workers told us that they do not use gloves to protect themselves from glue and 
other chemicals because this would lead to a loss in productivity and therefore an even lower 
wage.

In Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia and Romania there are incidences of workers  
not being paid the minimum wage for regular working hours. One in three of our Albanian 
interviewees did not receive the legal minimum wage even with overtime and bonuses. In  
five out of the six researched countries, workers said that they sometimes, or even frequently, 
work on Saturdays and that they do not consider this overtime. Here Albania stands out  
as a country where work on Saturdays is the rule rather than the exception. 
 
No information could be obtained on labour inspections’ visits made within the shoe industry 
or their results in any of the researched countries. None of the interviewed workers had  
been involved in a labour inspection. While interviewees from Macedonia, Poland and Slova-
kia saw inspectors in the factory, they reported that these were perceived as announced  
visits that the factory had prepared for in advance. Interviewees from Albania, Bosnia-Herze-
govina and Romania had never attended a training session on occupational health and 
safety (OHS). Given the multiple occu pational health risks in the shoe industry, the labour 
inspection process is thus not working in the researched factories on the Balkans. 

Data from field research and complementary statistics indicate gender discrimination,  
with female workers earning less for work of equal value than their male counterparts. Women 
predominantly find themselves unable to escape conditions of poverty with hardly any  
job alternatives. Poverty wages exert structural, economic violence upon workers, specifically 
women. Dependency is the key word here, not only for the production country as a whole  
and the suppliers domiciled there but mostly for the thousands of women forced to stay  



at their workplace no matter how bad the labour conditions are. Poverty wages also result in 
poverty related coping strategies that double and triple the burden, especially on women. 
Workers in Macedonia told us, for instance, that in addition to their factory job, they have to 
engage in subsistence agriculture to survive. Romanian workers said that their husbands  
have to take on seasonal work in low-wage jobs in Western Europe in order to earn money for 
wood for heating during winter, leaving mothers to raise their children alone for several 
months. In order to buy a refrigerator, workers reported having to service their debts with half 
of their salaries.

While the governments of researched countries, particularly in the Balkans, create an employ-
er-friendly environment, as well as subsidise and incentivise the shoe and clothing manufactur-
ing industry, labour rights and minimum wages tend to be frozen or reduced. The European 
Commission and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) play an important role with their 
loan-related conditionality that aims at fiscal discipline with restrictive wage policies. These 
imposed policies exert pressure on salaries across the whole economy, particularly on mini-
mum wage setting. It contributes to the gulf between minimum wage and cost of living. So far 
the EU has put no European minimum wage policy in place to protect workers from poverty.

Authors and researchers of this report recommend international buyers – shoes brands and 
retailers – to establish a comprehensive Human Rights Due Diligence process across the  
entire operations of a business in order to identify, prevent, mitigate and account for potential  
and actual adverse human rights impacts. This would include paying prices that allow as  
a first step for a wage hike to at least 60 % of the average wage (poverty line) and from there a 
steady increase to a living wage, creating business relationships that allow suppliers to stop 
piece rate systems, and proactively welcome trade union organising. The most basic  
requirement of responsible business conduct, however, is the observance of national laws. 
Unfortunately, field research revealed regular violations. We call upon governments to enforce 
the labour law, mobilise their institutions, such as carrying out labour inspections, and  
increase the minimum wage to at least 60 % of the national average wage (poverty line). We 
recommend that governments finance free legal advice centres for workers in the clothing  
and shoe industry. 

With almost 300,000 workers employed in the leather and footwear industry across all 28 EU 
member states, the sector is a relevant driver for employment. In the six researched countries 
(Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia, Poland, Romania and Slovakia) the sector  
employs 120,000 (registered) people. Decent working conditions and a decent wage are core 
areas of a European Pillar of Social Rights as declared by the European Commission’s Presi-
dent, the Vice President and the Commissioner for Employment and Social Affairs.  
One of the five headline targets of “EUROPE 2020, an EU strategy for smart, sustainable  
and inclusive growth” is to reduce poverty by lifting at least 20 million people out of the  
risk of poverty or social exclusion by 2020. A European minimum wage policy based on the  
payment of a living wage would lift two million clothing and shoe workers and their families 
in East, Central East and South East Europe out of poverty and social exclusion.
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2 FOOTWEAR PRODUCTION AND SALES IN EUROPE

The footwear industry has characteristics similar to the 
fashion industry: it is labour-intensive, price- and time-sen-
sitive and there is a high level of international competition 
between thousands of manufacturers. Instead of being an 
object of utility, shoes have increasingly become a consum-
er good that is part of the fast fashion trend and thus meant 
to be consumed at high turnover rates. In 2014, consumers 
in the EU spent 23.5 billion euros on shoes.1 Between 2011 
and 2015, the number of shoes produced worldwide in-
creased by 16  %.2 High sales and therefore even higher 
pressure on price and delivery times are central issues in 
the footwear industry across Europe and Asia.3

In 2014, 24.3 billion pairs of shoes were produced 
worldwide.4 Even though Asia plays the major role on the 
global market, European production remains central for 
European consumption. Europe accounts for approx. 3 % 
of global production (729 million pairs of shoes)5 and 
roughly 17 % of world consumption (3.3 billion pairs of 
shoes).6 Almost 90 % of shoes produced in Europe are des-
tined for other European countries.7 

We can therefore estimate that approximately 20 % of 
the pairs of shoes that are consumed in Europe are also 
produced in Europe.8 In value terms, this share is even 
higher. This is because Europe produces many luxury and 

premium segment shoes: Italy exports its shoes for an aver-
age of 47 euros, Portugal and France for an average of 29 
euros, while Chinese and Indian shoes cost, on average, no 
more than 4 euros and 12 euros respectively.9 

The European Confederation of the Footwear Industry 
(CEC) estimates that within the EU there are 295,264 peo-
ple employed in the leather and footwear industry, and 
21,116 registered companies.10 According to an industry 
report by industriALL Europe, a total of 526.5 million 
pairs of shoes were produced by the EU’s manufacturing 
sector in 2013,11 and two thirds of them were made out of 
leather.12 When it comes to high-value leather shoes, Eu-
rope plays an important role on the world market. Accord-
ing to the CEC, Italy, Portugal and Spain account for 23 % 
of global leather footwear exports.13 The number of pairs of 
shoes produced in the EU has increased by 11 % since 
2009, and their value has even increased by 25 % in the 
same period.14 The European footwear industry is an em-
ployment-intensive sector with growth potential.

WHAT MAKES FOOTWEAR PRODUCTION  
IN EUROPE’S LOW-WAGE COUNTRIES  
ATTRACTIVE FOR THE MARKET? 

The industry itself concludes that the “demand for quick 
deliveries and flexibility is growing”15 Here proximity 
comes in very handy. European production is close  
to consumer markets, which allows for fast delivery. A 
qualified workforce is available at very low labour  
costs; in Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia and 
Romania for instance, legal minimum wages (in euros) 
are even below the legal minimum wage established  
in China. Various governmental incentive schemes for 
industry and the relatively good image of products “Made 
in Europe” complete the package to make a perfect 
match for an economically profitable shoe business. 

WHAT MAKES FOOTWEAR PRODUCTION  
IN EUROPE ATTRACTIVE FOR CONSUMERS?

Consumers often prefer products made in Europe 
because they think they are produced under decent 
working conditions. These include: stable and direct  
employment schemes; payment of a living wage; 
regular working hours; a working environment that is 
not hazardous for employees; genuine freedom  
of association and collective bargaining; and non- 
discrimination, especially in terms of gender, working 
environment, job opportunities and wages. Based  
on our field research, we conclude that today’s 
working reality is far from what we would consider 
“decent work”. 
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WORLDWIDE 19,4 billion pairs

EUROPE 3,3 billion pairs (17%)

SHOE CONSUMPTION 2014

1 OUT OF 5 pairs of shoes consumed in Europe 
is produced in Europe

SHOE PRODUCTION 2014

EUROPEAN SHOE PRODUCTION

WORLDWIDE 24,3 billion pairs

90% are sold 
in Europe

EUROPE 729 million pairs (3%)

10% are sold 
elsewhere


