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Maggie’s has worked with CIA Textiles in Costa Rica for nearly five years now, first as our 
fabric knitter and dyer, and later as our cutter and sewer.  CIA began in 1956 when a Polish 
immigrant to Costa Rica, Mr. Israel Nowalski, along with his brother Samuel and native 
Costa Rican Rodrigo Soley, perceived an opportunity to knit and sell socks in his new 
home country.  The company grew as the market developed, dropping sock manufacturing 
in favor of knitting and dyeing cloth, cutting and sewing full-package garments, and making 
labels; thus becoming an entirely vertical operation.  Mr. Nowalski has since bought out his 
other partners, and he and his children now own and run the business.   
 

Mr. Nowalski is now 91-years old and still comes to work for two hours every day.  He is a 
true pioneer, both as a producer and as a social entrepreneur.  Mr. Nowalski started a 
worker association at CIA long before national protection for Costa Rican workers began, 
donating 5% of each workers gross salary into a fund for worker benefits.  The fund 
provides and runs a clinic with out-of-the ordinary health care, including free dentistry, 
preventative care workshops, and wellness programs.  The funds also built a special 
building in a national park across the street from CIA, where CIA workers and the 
community relax and picnic, take swimming lessons and take classes about Costa Rica’s 
amazing flora and fauna.  Mr. Nowalski also bought land near the plant, and in turn sold it 
to the association at far below market value.  In an association-managed program, a total 
of 60 employees were able to purchase building lots at very low prices, and have been able 
to build houses for their families with low-interest loans from the association.  I visited some 
of these homes, and spoke to workers and their families who have now lived in them for 
decades, adding on second stories as their families grew, creating gardens, and sending 
their children to private schools.   
 

CIA pays a minimum of 15% more than the average wage for the apparel sector in Costa 
Rica (currently $2.40 per hour), and continues to provide many additional benefits as well.  
Since social security and many other worker benefits became national law in Costa Rica, 



the 5% contribution to the worker association has gradually been phased out.  As 
mandated by law, CIA now pays 8% into social security, pays into a retirement fund for all 
workers, pays a 13th month salary to all workers, and provides a minimum of 15 days paid 
vacation per year.  The worker association at CIA is not a union, but is independent of CIA 
management, and operates health-care, wellness clinics and a variety of special programs.   
 

Recently, unemployment in Cost Rica rose to over 5%, still far below its neighbors 
(including the US).  There are no immigrant workers at CIA, and 35% of its workers are 
women.   
 

One of the most amazing parts of visiting CIA is speaking with the employees, mainly 
heads of households, who have worked at the company for over 30 years.  In an industry 
where workers are often replaced as they become too efficient, and in a country where 
unemployment continues to remain very low, employees at CIA have stayed with the 
company, maintaining their jobs and improving their pay.   In addition to all of this, our main 
contact, apparel engineer Javier Matarrita and his team, act as true partners of ours on all 
of our design and production, and are starting to feel like family.  At one time, CIA 
employed over 1,000 workers.  With the race-to-the-bottom in apparel manufacturing, they 
currently have a workforce of 160-200.  With their new certification efforts, they are hoping 
to bring much-needed business back to this company, both from us and other labor-
conscious brands.   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CIA Textile Certification (click to enlarge) 

 

NEXT: Screen-printing the Garments - VGKids �


