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1. Background of study 
In August 2014 Fairtrade International’s (FI) Standards and Pricing unit (S&P) commissioned 

a desk study on Fairtrade sports balls. The intention of this study was to inform the regular 

review of the Sports Balls Standard and provide a deeper understanding of the impact the 

Sports Balls Standard has on workers and producers over the years, and of the current 

market situation of Fairtrade sports balls. While the standard review was originally due to take 

place in 2011, it was delayed in order to incorporate the findings from the Hired Labour 

Standard review, as the latter sets the context for the Sports Balls Standard.  The findings of 

this study will feed into the standard review, which is on the S&P work plan for the second 

quarter of 2015.  

 

2. Methodology of study 
During the research phase of the desk study, the consultant read through meeting minutes, 

visit reports, emails, studies and other reports to understand the history as well as the current 

status of Fairtrade sports balls. Based on this research and on input from the FI Senior 

Advisor for Trade Unions and Workers Rights two questionnaires were developed. One was 

sent to producer representatives including Producer Services and Relations, (PSR) Network 

of Asian and Pacific Producers (NAPP) and the Fairtrade Producer Association Pakistan 

(FPA). The other was sent to National Fairtrade Organizations (NFOs) who promote Fairtrade 

sports balls in their countries and who are members of the sports balls working group. The 

methodology and results of this internal survey are presented in a synopsis paper (available 

on request). The research and survey findings, together with observations the FI Senior 

Advisor made during his visit to Sialkot in 2012, as well as worker feedback that was gathered 

during the HL review consultation workshop in 2013 informed the results and 

recommendations of the study that are presented below.  

 

3. History and current status of Fairtrade Sports Balls 
Changes in the sports balls industry in the 1970s and 80s, such as a shift in raw material from 

leather to synthetics, made home stitching of balls possible in Sialkot, Pakistan. As a result, 

child labor became a prevalent issue. The media began to report on this issue around the 

time of the 1994 Soccer World Cup and the 1996 European Football Championships, which 

led to negative publicity for the industry. In response, the International Federation for Football 

Association (FIFA) adopted a Code of Labor Practice applicable to all factories carrying a 

FIFA label. Following the trend, the World Federation on Sports Goods Industries initiated 

work on the elimination of child labor by developing a program, commonly known as Atlanta 

agreement, which was negotiated between ILO, UNICEF, Save the Children UK, and the 

Sialkot Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCI). The agreement was based upon two 

core components: a preventive monitoring program and a social protection program. 

Consequently, ILO helped found the Independent Monitoring Association of Child Labor 

(IMAC) in Pakistan. 

 

In the late nineties and early 2000s several European Fair Trade initiatives, including the FI 

member organizations in Italy and Sweden, began to actively promote fairly traded sports 

balls and established linkages with producers in Sialkot, Pakistan. In 2001, the Swedish NFO 

together with a Pakistan-based NGO presented a draft standard for sports balls to the 

Meeting of the Members of FI. In March 2002, FI launched the official certification process for 

sports balls producers and the first three producer organizations were certified. The Standard 

was reviewed in 2006 and additional producers became certified.  
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To date, there are six certified and one applicant producer organizations (PO), all based in 

Sialkot. All six certified POs are IMAC members and fall in their A category which means that 

they “religiously adhere to all the provisions of the programme . . . These provisions include 

undertaking 100% stitching of all hand-stitched balls . . . at monitorable stitching places” 

among others. Through the creation of stitching centers, child labor and working conditions 

have become much easier to monitor.   

 

4. Research and survey findings 

4.1 Impact of the current standard on workers and producers 
According to the assessment of producer representatives in the internal survey, Fairtrade 

Premium projects are the main benefit of Fairtrade for factory workers as well as stitchers. On 

the one hand, they are able to enjoy the benefits of those projects throughout the year, even 

when they are not working on sports balls1; and on the other hand, planning and executing 

the projects empowers the workers on the Premium Committee and helps them acquire skills 

that go beyond those that are needed in their regular jobs. Additional benefits of the Standard 

and Fairtrade certification include the prevention of child labor and democratic decision-

making as well as a sense of participation through consultations and trainings. 

 

Since producers have not been able to sell more than about 3% of their total production as 

Fairtrade in recent years, Premium income has been low. Therefore the benefits of Fairtrade 

have been limited. One producer representative reports that the impact of Fairtrade has 

decreased in his organization since the International Labour Rights Forum released a critical 

report
2
 about his PO in 2010 leading him to conclude that the report led to a decrease in sales 

and in turn a decrease in Premium for workers. However, only one out of the ten NFOs that 

responded to the questionnaire mentioned the ILRF report or any negative media at all when 

asked whether they had experienced any criticism regarding sports balls. Hence scepticism 

regarding Fairtrade sports balls based on unfavorable reports cannot be considered the main 

reason for low sales. NFOs mentioned a lack of consumer awareness as well as a lack of 

commitment from a major brand as main reasons for low sales. Producers, however, see 

marketing support from the Fairtrade system as crucial to increase sales and benefits.  

 

Fairtrade’s Senior Advisor for Workers Rights and Trade Union Relations visited Sialkot in 

2012. He spotted significant discrepancies between the terms and conditions of work for the 

stitchers making Fairtrade certified balls for companies, working off-site in designated 

stitching centres, and between stitchers making non-Fairtrade balls for the same companies, 

off-site but not in designated stitching centres. Although the latter are employed through 

subcontractors and not formally by Fairtrade certified companies, they depend on the 

companies for the supply of work. While the conditions for the workers in the off-site Fairtrade 

stitching centres seemed to be substantially better than for workers producing non-Fairtrade 

certified balls, they are matched and in some cases exceeded the working conditions on-site, 

in Fairtrade factories, where the panels of the balls are cut and dyed. While the discrepancy is 

not desirable, it shows that Fairtrade certification makes a difference to stitchers in terms of 

working conditions.  

 

According to the Senior Advisor and a producer representative, most hand-stitchers, whether 

directly employed or subcontracted earn the legal minimum wage, which has been increasing 

                                                        
1
 Workers in the sports ball industry are usually not hired year-round. In most years there is a low 

season of about four months where they have to find other sources of income. 
2 https://www.cleanclothes.org/resources/recommended-reading/ilrf-soccerball-report.pdf 
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over recent years, most recently above the estimated living wage of 20123. Inflation does not 

appear to have been significant over the past two years, but the extent to which real wages 

have risen should be investigated more closely as part of the ongoing living wage project 

which is part of the implementation of the revised Hired Labour Standard. 

 

4.2 Current market situation of Fairtrade sports balls 

 
 
The chart above shows the number of Fairtrade sports balls sold between 2010 and 2013 as 

reported by NFOs in response to the survey for this report. In a majority of the countries 

sports ball sales peaked in 2010 and slowly decreased over the following years. Since soccer 

balls make up a vast majority of all Fairtrade sports balls, one explanation for the large 

number of sales in 2010 suggested was the soccer World cup. If this is the case, another 

increase can be expected for 2014 as well. However, the country with the highest figure of 

97,318 balls sold in 2010 does not attribute this peak to the world cup and expects the 

number of balls sold in 2014 to be similar to 2013. According to data collected by FI’s 

Monitoring, Evaluation and Planning (MEP), there was another though less significant peak in 

2006, also World Cup year. This leads us to conclude that the World Cup does have some 

impact on soccer ball sales, but not reliably so. 

 

In summary, a downward trend can be observed in the number of balls sold as Fairtrade in 

the consuming countries over the past four years, but an increase can possibly be expected 

in 2014 due to the soccer world cup.  

 

Another figure drawn from MEP data is the number of balls produced as Fairtrade. This figure 

has been considerably higher than the number of balls sold as Fairtrade. In fact, certified 

producers have only been able to sell about 3% of their production as Fairtrade over the past 

four years. This shows that there is a lot of potential for Fairtrade sports balls if buyers can be 

found. But no big change is to be expected unless Fairtrade undertakes an effort to attract 

one of the major brands, such as Adidas, Nike, or Puma, or seeks an agreement with FIFA. 

NFOs invest few resources into sports balls since it is not one of the core Fairtrade products, 

therefore a joint effort of the Fairtrade system as a whole is needed to change the status of 

sports balls.  

                                                        
3
 Data on living wage is based on estimations collected by the Senior Advisor for Trade Unions and 

Workers Rights in 2012. 
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One NFO representative voiced the following comment in the internal survey: 

“…we must be open to the possibility of exiting on balls.  Our producers don’t seem too happy 

with what Fairtrade is bringing, the demand is low . . . It may be that we decide that this 

wasn’t for us [Fairtrade]. . . . Spending thousands of euros/dollars on maintaining a standards 

sic, marketing etc. is only worth it if it’s benefiting producers enough. If we are to stay in the 

ball industry we should try to make a push as a movement both at FI and NFOs.” 

 

This statement highlights the need to take action in order to significantly increase the impact 

for workers and producers in the industry. It also raises the question of cost and benefit that 

was addressed in the survey as well. According to NFOs it is worth retaining the sports ball 

standard, even though they invest very little time and resources in sports balls in general, 

they still generate some income from them. For producers on the other hand, the cost of 

compliance and certification is high (between 7,000 to 11,000 USD per year) while the 

benefits have been very small in recent years. In fact, two POs have recently opted for 

voluntary decertification, illustrating that the costs outweighed the benefits for them. However, 

this does not indicate that Fairtrade should abandon the Standard altogether. This would not 

be in the best interest of the remaining certified and applicant producers and the more than 

6,500 workers in certified sports ball POs who are in fact benefitting from Fairtrade, albeit not 

as much as they could with higher sales. The producers who have invested in Fairtrade 

certification are still hoping to see more return on those investments in the future and look to 

Fairtrade to invest additional resources in sports balls, particularly in marketing and sales.     

 

5. Recommendations to the Standards Committee (SC) 
Since the challenges that sports ball producers are facing cannot merely be addressed by a 
regular standard review, S&P asked the Standards Committee (SC) to endorse the following 
recommendations to the Fairtrade system: 
 

 Create a new role for a product manager for sports balls or expand the role of the 
product manager for textiles to include sports balls  
Producers would like to see a FI product manager for sports balls recruited. Since FI 
only has product managers for the core Fairtrade products for the time being, a feasible 
solution could be to expand the role of the product manager for textiles to include 
sports balls or create a new role specific to sports balls led by an NFO for the following 
reasons: 

 Most big sports ball brands sell textiles (sportswear and clothing) as well as balls. 
Hence there is a large overlap of potential licensees for sports balls and textiles. 

 Some of the materials used in sports ball production, such as polyester, cotton, 
synthetic leather, natural latex and viscose, are also used in textiles. 

 The Textile standard that is currently being developed includes requirements in a 
manufacturing setting similar to the production of sports balls, while all other Fairtrade 
standards for HL are for agricultural production. 

The product manager could then work with major sports brands, such as Nike or Adidas 
to sell sports balls as well as sportswear as Fairtrade and collaborate with major sports 
associations, such as FIFA to ensure that the balls they use are Fairtrade certified.  
Since the creation of a new role for a sports balls product manager is unlikely, S&P 
spoke to the current product manager for textiles about the possibility of expanding her 
role. She agreed that this would make sense and she even has experience in the 
sports balls industry.  
 

 Increase NFO marketing efforts for sports balls 
In order to increase sales and therefore the impact of Premium for workers, NFOs 
should make a joint effort and step-up their marketing of sports balls. The three NFOs 
with the biggest sports balls markets, Sweden, Switzerland, and Germany, were asked 
if they were willing to participate in a joint effort of the Fairtrade system to increase 
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sports ball sales. The biggest one readily indicated their willingness, the second one 
has had a change in staff responsibility and did not respond. The third one is not willing 
to increase their budget for sports balls or to significantly increase staff time, but they 
would be able to make sports balls marketing more cost and time efficient if they had 
better access to up-to-date market data (market share, prices, number of balls sold 
annually etc.) and to producer stories, quotes and pictures that can be used 
commercially.  
 

 Recruit a liaison officer for Pakistan 
Producers and workers would like to see a liaison officer (LO) for Pakistan recruited. 
Workers made this clear during the HL standard review consultation workshop and 
producer representatives in the recent survey.  
 

 Explore the option of creating a generic processing standard to include both 
sports balls and textiles. 

  
Stakeholders suggested the creation of a generic Fairtrade processing standard that 
could be applied to any type of manufactured product including sports balls, textiles, 
toys and even electronic devices for instance. A first step in this direction could be to 
explore the option of merging the Sports Balls and Textile Standards into one more 
generic processing standard. It is not recommended that this be done as part of the 
upcoming Sports Balls Standard review, but possibly rather once the Textile Standard 
has been implemented and monitored. 

 
As for the planned standard review, S&P made the following recommendations based on the 
results of the desk study, if the Fairtrade system is willing to support sports balls: 
 

 Give clear guidance as to which requirements in the HL Standard apply to sports 
ball producers and which do not.  
Producers do not want to be under the Hired labor standard, which was originally 
designed for agricultural products. They are under the impression that many of the 
requirements do not apply to them. These requirements should be clearly marked as 
not applicable to sports ball producers in the HL standard. 
 

 Clarify the scope of the standard in terms of production methods.  
The scope of the standard reads as follows: “The Standard for Sports Balls applies to 
the manufacture of hand-made sports balls, which includes both stitched and moulded 
balls.” However the term “hand-made” has been the cause of confusion within the 
Fairtrade system, both with producers and NFOs, and no doubt with consumers as well. 
The formulation does not make it clear whether or not the Standard applies to machine-
stitched balls as well. In August 2011, the Standards Unit announced that machine-
stitching was allowable and that the scope of the Standard “will be thoroughly 
researched in detail” as part of the upcoming standard review. Since thermal moulding, 
a highly mechanized procedure, which requires significantly less manual labour than 
stitching, is allowable according to the Standard, the use of the term “hand-made” 
should be reconsidered. Once the scope has been clarified, it needs to be clearly and 
pro-actively communicated to all relevant parties because some stakeholders are still 
under the impression that the current Standard only covers hand-stitched balls. 

 Reconsider 5% cost of compliance requirement (5.5.4 in Sports ball standard). 
The requirement reads: “To cover the cost of complying with Fairtrade Standards the 
sports ball company may invoice a surcharge up to a maximum of 5% of the negotiated 
price as Compliance Costs Compensation. The Compliance Costs Compensation is 
invoiced separately from the negotiated Price and the Fairtrade Premium.” One NFO 
claims that producers are not making use of this right and that it is difficult to explain to 
licensees. Therefore they would like to see it removed. 
 

 Address late or default delivery of balls in standard. 
This was also suggested by an NFO. Since sports balls are manufactured to order, 
licensees are in a difficult situation if a producer fails to deliver on time or at all. 
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 Clarify/improve working conditions for subcontracted stitchers 
The working conditions in factory-owned or leased stitching centers where Fairtrade 
balls are made are quite decent and easy to monitor. The conditions in subcontracted 
stitching centers operated by independent agents tend to be less formal and more 
difficult to monitor for the sports ball companies. Since the stitchers working for 
subcontractors are not considered employees of the factories, some of the labor laws, 
such as the Factories Act

4
, do not necessarily apply to them. According to the Fairtrade 

Standards for HL and for Sports Balls, all requirements equally apply to subcontracted 
workers. During the standard review project, it should be verified if this is the case in 
practice as well or if the Standards or compliance checklists have to be clearer in this 
point. 
 

 Investigate wage levels and compare to living wage 
Wages also seem to be higher for factory workers and for stitchers employed by the 
sports balls factory than for subcontracted stitchers. It is common to pay subcontracted 
stitchers the legal minimum wage, which was recently raised to PKR 13,570 per month, 
above the estimated living wage, which was estimated to be PKR 12,000 in 2012

5
. 

Further investigation on the current living wage is recommended. Additional research is 
also needed to find out how the minimum wage applies to stitchers who are usually 
paid in piece-rates and do not work year-round.  
 

Without system support for sports balls, S&P recommends that the review only focus on 
the first four points and omit the last two. The last two, working conditions for subcontracted 
stitchers and wages, would take up significantly more time and resources and are already 
partly covered through other ongoing Fairtrade projects

6
. 

 

6. SC input and way forward 
During the SC meeting on November 26, 2014, the above findings and recommendations 
were presented and the SC raised the following questions and concerns regarding Fairtrade 
sports balls: 
 

 What is the development case for Fairtrade sports balls?  

 What is the gender composition of the beneficiaries?  

 How has the number and composition changed since the Sports Balls Standard was 
introduced in 2002?  

 Is there a rationale for Fairtrade to be involved in sports balls anymore?  

These questions were raised particularly in the light of industry changes, from hand-stitched 
to machine-stitched to molded balls, from leather to synthetic leather balls

7
 and from home-

based stitching to stitching centers. According to the FPA Pakistan the number of workers 
has been relatively stable since 2010, though will decrease with the continuing transition to 
machine stitching and moulding. More workers will be employed on-site, while employment in 
stitching centers will decline as machine stitching increases. Both men and women machine 
stich balls and the gender composition of the work force is predicted to favor women only 
slightly more than the current production, where 98% hand stitching is done by men

8
. Child 

labor, which was the main issue the standard sought to address, has been substantially 
reduced in the industry due to the introduction of stitching centers and IMAC vigilance. With 
machine stitching occurring primarily on-site, the risk is expected to be contained.    
 

                                                        
4
 Pakistan Factories Act: http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/WEBTEXT/35384/64903/E97PAK01.htm  

5
 Data on living wage is based on estimations collected by the Senior Advisor for Trade Unions and 

Workers Rights in 2012. The formal process to derive the living wage benchmark for sports balls is part 
of the implementation of the revised Hired Labour Standard.   
6
 The Textiles project investigates and addresses the situation of subcontracted workers and the 

implementation oft he HL Standard review covers establishing a living wage benchmark for each 
Fairtrade producer country. 
7 

This shift actually happened before the Sports Balls Standard was introduced. 

 

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/WEBTEXT/35384/64903/E97PAK01.htm
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One SC member raised a concern regarding any potential affiliation with FIFA because they 
are currently subject to investigations on corruption and accused of opacity. Therefore any 
affiliation with FIFA would bear a risk for the reputation of Fairtrade.  
 
Regarding the prospect of creating a processing standard covering sports balls as well as 
textiles, a SC member pointed out that textiles are made of Fairtrade cotton whereas sports 
balls are nowadays mostly made of synthetic leather which is not a Fairtrade product. This 
put into question how applicable the Textile Standard would be to sports balls. 
 
Another SC member suggested that an exit strategy ought to be prepared, considering the 
direction the industry is taking and that the product does not fit the profile for Fairtrade 
products.  
 
In general the SC comments were not particularly supportive of system-wide investment in 
sports balls or even of Fairtrade sports balls certification in general. S&P concludes that the 
SC does not endorse the above recommendations for the Fairtrade system. 
 
Hence a limited standard review is recommended focusing on: 

- Marking non-applicable requirements in HL Standard 
- Clarifying the scope in terms of production methods 
- Reconsidering 5% cost of compliance requirement 
- Addressing late or default delivery of balls. 

 
The research phase of the standard review should be relatively short since the groundwork 
has been laid by this study. It is suggested however, that the review is used to further reveal 
and clarify the Fairtrade system’s willingness to continue to support sports balls as a Fairtrade 
product.  

 


