
Date: 11th December 2020 

Joint Statement: Multi- Millionaire  
Garment brand owners  
once again fail their workers 
 

The collapse of Arcadia is not just the fault of a rough economy but of a system that allows powerful 

brands at the top of supply chains to extract wealth with no accountability for the rights of the 

people who produce that wealth. 

Garment workers in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Vietnam, India and many other countries have long 

suffered from an industry that fails to pay its workers enough to survive. Meanwhile the owners of 

High Street brands sit on luxury yachts in the Mediterranean or reside in tax exile in Dubai.   

In 2005 Sir Philip Green awarded himself one of the biggest paycheques in corporate history with a 

£1.2bn dividendi which was paid to his wife Lady Green, a resident in Monaco, tax-free - four times 

the annual profit made by Arcadia. Arcadia’s profits and the dividends it has paid have been made 

off the backs of thousands of predominantly women workers paid poverty wages. In March 2020 

Arcadia cancelled orders resulting in misery for thousands of workers who were left without pay and 

depending on food parcels.  

The system that has allowed Arcadia to do this is the same one that now leaves its UK workers with a 

£350m hole in their pension fund whilst the Green’s live in conspicuous wealth.  

Last week we learnt that Arcadia, has gone into administration – potentially with the loss of 13,000 

jobs, an estimated £350 million pensions deficit and millions of pounds in unpaid and cancelled 

orders to workers in its global supply chain. This is on top of the news that Debenhams has gone into 

liquidation with the loss of 12,000 jobs.  

Earlier in November, Edinburgh Woollen Mill (EWM) owned by Philip Day went into administration 

alongside the Ponden Home chain, putting 2800 jobs at risk. In March EWM ‘paused’ all orders and 

stopped delivery of goods already produced and by not paying its suppliers agreed prices it was 

workers who yet again paid the price in unpaid salaries and job losses. Peacocks and Jaeger – owned 

by Edinburgh Woollen Mill Group also entered administration in November, putting over 4500 jobs 

at risk. On the 2nd December Bonmarche, also owned by Day announced that it too is going into 

administration.  

What these brands have in common is not that they have failed to keep up with the retail trends of 

today but that their multimillionaire owners have made the explicit choice to plunder their resources 

and treat their workers appallingly. 

Only one year after Green sold BHS for £1, the retail giant entered administration in 2016, leading to 

the loss of 11,000 jobs and a £571 million pensions deficit. Indeed a 2016 government reportii 

claimed that Green had subjected BHS to years of ‘systematic plunder’. Bonmarche was bought in 

February this year by Philip Day, the millionaire owner of EWM, lives in Dubai and has an estimated 

net worth of £1.2 billion. iii Another government investigation into Mike Ashley, the owner of the 



Frasers Group who was in the running to buy both Debenhams and possibly Arcadia revealed that 

his business model runs more like a ‘Victorian workhouse’ than a reputable high street brand.  iv  

Like many global clothing brands, the obscene wealth that Green, Day and Ashley have built over the 

past two decades, has only been possible due to supply chains that exploit and maintain global 

inequality.  Garment workers, predominantly in Asia and predominantly women of colour, have 

been found working for up to 12 hours a day, 6 days a week - and earn as little as £4 per day.v  By 

chasing the lowest wages around the world, global brands not only maintain poverty wages in many 

countries, but actively drive wages down in real terms and erode hard-won workers’ rights 

protections.  

As these brands enter liquidation, the creditors – banks, hedge fund administrators and landlords 

will pick over the corpses of these businesses. The scraps left behind will leave retail workers in the 

UK with the bare minimum in compensation, and suppliers and their tens of thousands of workers 

across Asia will probably not see a penny– for cancelled orders, for underpaid wages and for loss of 

their jobs.  For them there is no safety net; hunger and homelessness are what years of work for the 

profits of billionaires has left them facing.  

The time has come to recognise that voluntary codes of conduct have not worked for workers. 

Regulation and accountability are the only way to protect all workers’ rights and ensure living 

wages – for workers who make our clothes and those who sell them on our high-streets.   

Immediately the UK Government should ensure that  

1. With a £350m hold in Arcadia workers’ pension fund that it must be Sir Philip and Lady 

Green who have to dig into their deep pockets to pay for the pension deficit. vi 

 

2. The UK Government must urgently strengthen powers of the Pension Regulator to prevent 

employers prioritising shareholder dividends and executive pay over pension deficit 

payments.  

 

Beyond this present crisis with Arcadia we call on the UK Government to  

 

3. Support a UN Binding Treaty on Business and Human Rights to make transnational 

corporations that have amassed tremendous amounts of wealth and power responsible and 

accountable towards people and the environment.  

 

4. To implement mandatory human rights due diligence legislation like a Failure to Prevent law 

which would hold UK companies accountable if they fail to prevent harmful human rights or 

environmental impacts and would include effective and deterrent sanctions and liability 

provisions and provide for effective access to justice for victims, including supply chain 

workers. 

 

 



 
i https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-
55125802?fbclid=IwAR3GiBner2JD3G1OYI7h2yLwVxKL0_WEt2sHuN45xhoLflEdvW-Axn3W2rA  and earlier 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2005/oct/21/executivesalaries.executivepay  
ii https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/work-and-pensions-
committee/news-parliament-2015/bhs-report-published-16-17/ 
iii https://www.forbes.com/profile/philip-day/ 
iv https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/jul/22/mike-ashley-running-sports-direct-like-victorian-
workhouse 
v https://www.just-style.com/news/topshop-hit-by-slave-labour-claims_id98182.aspx 
vi https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/nov/28/fears-for-pensions-as-philip-greens-arcadia-faces-
collapse 


