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T he revelation that 
Team USA’s Olympic 
ceremony uniforms 
were made in China 

— although designed by “all-
American” brand Ralph Lauren 
— ignited a political fi restorm 
Stateside.

This burning anger culmi-
nated with Democratic Senate 
Majority Leader Harry Reid 
saying: “I think they should take 
all the uniforms, put them in 
a big pile and burn them, and 
start all over again.” 

In a rare moment of bipar-
tisanship, Reid’s usual archri-
val, Republican House Speaker 
John A. Boehner, said: “You 
think they’d know better.” 

Th e US Olympic committee’s 
CEO Scott Blackmun respond-
ed: “With athletes having 
already arrived in London, and 
the apparel distribution process 
beginning this weekend, we are 
unfortunately not able to make 
a change for London.” 

Then American Apparel’s 
CEO Dov Charney fanned the 
fl ames by declaring: “American 
Apparel could start working on 
uniforms today and have them 
in London within seven days.” 
His off er was published 11 days 
before the Games. 

Ralph Lauren has pledged to 
manufacture the 2014 Winter 
Games’ uniforms in the US.

But history and the realities 
outside the country show these 
flames of outrage are actually 
just smoke and mirrors. Th e real 
inferno is the election.

Th e Democratic camp hopes 
to highlight GOP presidential 
hopeful Mitt Romney’s history 
of outsourcing and offshor-
ing. The Republican camp, as 
a whole, can’t aff ord right now 
to be seen as unsympathetic to 
the hundreds of thousands of 
garment workers who lost their 
jobs in the Great Recession. 

But Romney, who has prom-
ised to “get tough on China”, 
can’t aff ord to say much, except: 
“Th e Olympic Games are about 

the athletes ... and these other 
matters are extraneous, I think.” 

Th e incident is also an oppor-
tunity for Democrats to remind 
voters that Romney, at the helm 
of the US committee of the 2002 
Winter Olympics in Salt Lake 
City, outsourced the manufac-
ture of torchbearer uniforms to 
“Burma”.

When more than 1,000 
activists e-mailed the Salt 
Lake Organizing Committee’s 
media relations department, 
while torchbearers also publicly 
voiced disgust, the committee 
released a statement:  “Th e torch 
relay clothes were NOT made 
in Burma. Th ey were manufac-
tured in Myanmar. In fact, they 
were made in the exact same 
factory that produces clothes 
for GAP, North Face and other 
major clothing labels.” 

When activists pointed out 
Burma and Myanmar are two 
names for the same country, the 
committee apologized for “misin-
formation”. Funnily enough, the 
uniforms’ tags were printed with: 
“Made in Burma (Myanmar)”. 

It is noteworthy that in the 
last Summer Olympics (2008) 
and in many previous Games, 
Team USA’s uniforms were also 
made in China, but no uproar is 
as loud as in this election year.

Most of China’s team uni-
forms are designed by the US 
company Nike — rather than 
premium domestic sportswear 
company Li-Ning. The Chi-
nese company even takes its 
name from the Olympic gym-
nastics champion who made 
the country proud by snapping 
up six medals in the fi rst Sum-
mer Games his homeland fully 
joined in 1984.

The story becomes clearer, 
yet more complex, when you 
consider Li-Ning was over-
looked by its home country but 
is designing this year for the 
US diving team; Argentine’s 
basketball team; Spain’s bas-
ketball team; Jamaican 100m 
sprinter Asafa Powell; Russian 

pole vaulter Yelena Isinbayeva; 
and Norwegian javelin thrower 
Andreas Th orkildsen.

And if not Li-Ning, China 
could have gone with Peak, 
which is creating for seven 
countries — New Zealand, Slo-
venia, Algeria, Lebanon, Iraq, 
Jordan and Cyprus — and three 
foreign athletes. Peak has more 
sponsorships in London than 
any other company aft er Nike 
and adidas.

Th ere are several other Chi-
nese companies that are cre-
ating for other countries but 
not their homeland, including 
Qiaodan, Erke, 361°and Xtep. 

And there has been no dis-
cernable outcry in China — a 
country that has taken special 
pride in its Olympic legacy since 
it hosted the 2008 Games.

Even this year’s host country 
has not escaped controversy. Its 
uniforms were made in Cambo-
dian factories. 

However, the UK debate isn’t 
about whether producing the 
uniforms overseas hurts the 
British garment-making indus-
try — rather, it’s centered on the 
working conditions in the Cam-
bodian plants. 

The point the US debate 
misses is that the result of eco-
nomic globalization — the free 
trade paradigm the US spear-
headed and successfully fought 
to implement as the world’s eco-
nomic system — is that we’re all 
designing and manufacturing 
each other’s stuff . 

Custom Horse Products in 
the US is producing the saddle 
pads for the Brazilian Olym-
pic equestrian team. Nike is 
designing most of Brazil’s uni-
forms. Russia’s Bosco Sports 
designed Spain’s and Ukraine’s 
2012 uniforms — and its 
homeland’s.

American Apparel’s CEO told 
media his company was in talks 
to produce Russia’s 2014 gear. But 
the Russian Olympic committee 
clarifi ed, saying that Bosco Sport 
is its exclusive sponsor until 2016 

and manufactured this year’s gear 
in Europe and Asia.

South Africa’s uniforms are 
designed domestically and 
produced in China. When the 
South African Clothing and 
Textile Workers’ Union com-
plained, the country’s Olympic 
committee president, Gideon 
Sam, responded by saying Erke, 
the Chinese producer, off ered a 
$4 million sponsorship, which 
no domestic company had 
done.

Olympic committees, like a 
microcosm of our globalized 
world, pick who they believe is 

best to make what they want, 
and when and how they want 
it. Th ey invest more thought in 
these practical concerns than to 
political borders.

Madagascar is virtually alone 
in designing and manufactur-
ing its own uniforms this year. 

But it’s not just uniforms.  
The London Games official 

pins are designed and manu-
factured by Chinese company 
Honav Co Ltd because of the 
capabilities it displayed during 
the Beijing Games.

China is also making almost 
all of the flags that will fly in 

London. Kings Industrial’s 
factory in Wuyi county, Zhe-
jiang province, will make 40 
million fl ags for the London 
Olympics. 

In today’s globalized world, 
who makes what in what coun-
try and for whom are politi-
cal — but impractical — ques-
tions. 

A better question might be 
why the Ralph Lauren Big Pony 
on Team USA’s uniform dwarfs 
the US fl ag.

Contact the writer at             
erik_nilsson@chinadaily.com.cn.

GET REAL, WE ARE 
ALL INVOLVED

Politics aside, manufacturing and designing — for 
the Olympics, or otherwise — is now a global exercise. 
Erik Nilsson unravels the intricate connections.
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The point the US 
debate misses is that 
the result of economic 
globalization — the 
free trade paradigm 
the US spearheaded 
and successfully 
fought to implement 
as the world’s eco-
nomic system — is that 
we’re all designing and 
manufacturing each 
other’s stuff . 

Chinese cyclists complete marathon trek
By ZHANG HAIZHOU 
in London
zhanghaizhou@
chinadaily.com.cn

“How far is Beijing to Lon-
don? Just the distance between 
two wheels.”

So said the introduction 
to the four-minute video clip 
“2012: We cycle to London” on 
Youku.com, China’s equivalent 
to YouTube. Th e clip had been 
clicked more than 13 million 
times before the opening of the 
Olympics on Friday.

The marathon trek took 
a team of 12 Chinese, aged 
between 20 and 57, more than 
fi ve months and covered almost 
160,000 kilometers.

The 727 Cycling Team 
reached London on July 23, 
four days ahead of its  scheduled 
arrival date — the opening day 
of the Games.

The journey took them to 
18 countries, ranging from 
western European economic 
powerhouses like Germany to 
strife-torn Pakistan.

“It was in July or August in 
2009 when an online post say-
ing ‘2012 let’s cycle to London’ 
caught my attention,” Jiang Min, 
a 33-year-old from Changzhou of 
eastern China’s Jiangsu province, 
recalled how the journey began.

A hardcore fan of outdoor 
activities and adventures, Jiang, 
who later became the leader of 
the cycling team, immediately 
replied to the post, as did others 

interested in the venture. 
A group of about 40 people 

then met in Beijing in March 
2010. 

After about  two years of 
preparation, the team complet-
ed a trial  journey from Beijing 
to Nanjing, Jiangsu province, in 
July last year.

A second, longer ride  from 
Nanjing to Kunming, in South-
west China’s mountainous Yun-
nan province, was taken on by a 
select team of 11 riders in  Feb-
ruary, which formally began the 
fi ve-month-long adventure to 
London.

“The most important thing 
was team spirit,” Jiang said, 
relating how the fi nal team was 
selected.

Also, all members were true 
cycling enthusiasts and some 
gave up top jobs to take part. 
Jiang was more fortunate as he 
runs a soft ware company with 
some  friends. 

The team shared the work-
load with Jiang, with the most 
experienced in outdoor activi-
ties, leading the hardy band. 

A rider from Chongq-
ing became the team’s chef 
and made many spicy dishes 
to sate the riders’ appetites. A 
young woman from Hubei was 
in charge of writing a diary to 
record the highs and lows of the 
journey.

The  most  impress ive 
moment, for Jiang, was the 
team’s experience in Pakistan, 
where people invited them to 
their homes and market ven-
dors gave them free food.

But things changed when 
they arrived in Quetta, near 
the Pakistan-Afghanistan 
border.

“Th e team was  immediately 
‘invited’ to the police station. 
The police didn’t allow us to 
cycle on to Iran for security 
reasons,” Jiang said. “‘See how 
many bullets holes we have on 
our police vehicle’, the police 
told us.”

Afghan and Western offi-
cials claim the Taliban has used 
Quetta, the capital of the Paki-
stan province of Balochistan, as 
a major hideout.

Th ey stayed in the police sta-
tion for a day and a half, then 
the police off ered to drive them 
to the Iranian border.

But that was not the  biggest 
difficulty they encountered. 
Th at was getting British visas, 
according to Jiang.

Four members were left in 
Paris as they were unable to 
acquire British visitor visas.

Han Lei, a 28-year-old from 
Tianjin, told China Daily they 
had submitted their applications 
on July 10 to the British Consul-
ate in Dusseldorf, Germany.

“We planned to arrive in Lon-
don before the Olympic Games 
opened, but we won’t make it now 
because we didn’t get the visa in 
time,” he said on the phone from 
France in a low voice.

“Obviously, it is very disap-
pointing to hear that group’s 
story, because the whole idea 
of an exercise like that is team 
spirit. It is defi nitely a shame,” 
said  Mary Rance, chief execu-
tive of British tourism indus-

try association UKinbound.
“I’ve also heard from peo-

ple in the tourism industry 
that some delegations expe-
rienced visa problems. Some-
times some members of the 
group are not granted visas 
because some people make 
errors when they fi ll in their 
application forms. Sometimes 
an entire group decides not 
to come to London because 
some individual members of 

the group do not receive their 
visas,” she said.

“In general, the feedback 
I received from the industry 
is that visa processing times 
in China were getting better 
in period leading up to the 
Olympics. But we’d like to see 
this all the time, and not just 
before the Olympics,” Rance 
said.

A spokesperson from UK 
Border Agency declined to 

comment, saying that no state-
ments can be made on individ-
ual cases. 

Han said they would still 
cycle to London as soon as the 
visas were issued.

However, the stranded riders 
are facing a race against time as 
they need to return to Beijing in 
early August.

“We may have to leave earlier 
as getting the visas have cost us 
more than a month,” Jiang said.
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Chinese amateur cyclists of the 727 Cycling Team pose for a photo on the London Bridge upon their arrival in the city on July 23. They 
spent more than fi ve months riding all the way from Beijing to London.

Olympic enthusiasts ride from 
Beijing to London in about 5 months

The most important 
thing was team spirit.”

JIANG MIN
CHINESE AMATEUR CYCLIST ‘‘


