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Executive Summary  

 

Collective protests recorded on CLBΩǎ {ǘǊƛƪŜ aŀǇ ŦǊƻƳ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлмр to December 2017 

In December 2015, the Chinese authorities launched a sustained and coordinated attack on 

civil society labour organizations in the southern province of Guangdong. Several activists 

were arrested and the organizations they worked for were disbanded. This brought to an 

ŜƴŘ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ όŀǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ /Ƙƛƴŀ [ŀōƻǳǊ 

Bulletin reports) in which civil society labour organizations essentially did the work of the 

trade union in building worker solidarity and helping to resolve disputes through collective 

bargaining with management. 

However, as one door closed another one opened. In July 2015, the ruling Communist Party 

ƻŦ /Ƙƛƴŀ ό//tύ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǳƴƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ !ƭƭ-China Federation of Trade 

Unions (ACFTU) to initiate a series of reforms that would enable it to do a better job in 

representing ordinary workers and thus help address long-standing social and economic 

inequality in China. 

In this report, we examine the key developments in worker activism, civil society, trade 

unionism and government policy from 2015 to 2017. It was a period in which labour conflicts 

continued to erupt over an increasingly broad range of industries, within the construction 

and services sectors in particular: ordinary workers struggled to make a decent living and the 

CCP realised it had to take concerted measures to tackle the massive disparity between rich 

and poor that was threatening to destabilise the country. 
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The report comprises three sections. The first ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ сΣсфп ŎŀǎŜǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƻƴ /[.Ωǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ 

Strike Map during this three-ȅŜŀǊ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ 

ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ 

collective bargaining mechanism and the absence of an effective trade union at the 

enterprise level meant that workers had no option but to stage strikes and protests when 

their fundamental labour rights (to be paid in full and on time, to receive social insurance 

and severance pay when laid-off, etc.) were violated. The second section looks at how the 

work of civil society labour organizations showed the way forward for effective trade union 

representation by organizing and training workers, electing bargaining representatives and 

helping to turn wildcat strikes into productive negotiations with management. The third 

ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ //tΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƎŀǇ ƛƴ /Ƙƛƴŀ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

ACFTU to become a genuinely representative organization that can improve the lives of 

ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¦Ǉ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ !/C¢¦Ωǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ fallen well short of the 

tŀǊǘȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ /[. ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 

on how the ACFTU can further deepen reform. 

The report makes the following specific observations: 

 ̧ With the continuing structural adjustment of the Chinese economy, traditional 

industries such as mining, iron and steel and manufacturing have declined while new 

service industries have expanded rapidly. There has been a concomitant decline in the 

proportion of collective actions by factory workers and a rise in the proportion of 

strikes and protests by workers in a broad range of new industries such as couriers, 

food delivery and other online service providers. 

 ̧ Worker protests, previously concentrated in the factories of the Pearl and Yangtze 

River Deltas diversified and spread across the whole country. The inland province of 

Henan, for example, recorded the most protests of any region by construction, 

transport and retail workers during the three-year period of this report. Collective 

actions by workers are now not only widespread but increasingly normalized. 

 ̧ TƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ 

collective action in which workers utilized the latest internet and telecommunications 

technology to more effectively pursue their objectives. Whereas in the past, strikes and 

protests could easily dissipate, workers now have the will and ability to engage in 

sustained collective action and bring about positive results through bargaining. 

 ̧ Civil society labour organizations demonstrated on numerous occasions that they were 

able to train workers to elect and protect bargaining representatives and initiate 

collective bargaining at the enterprise level. Although they lacked the organizational 

capacity of a trade union, these civil society organizations were still able to successfully 

resolve disputes and showed at a basic level how a trade union should operate. Indeed, 

they provided the ACFTU will a model of how to create a systematic bargaining 

mechanism and enhance the role of the union at the enterprise level. 
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 ̧ The CCP initiated a new phase of trade union reform in China characterised by both 

top-down coercion from the Party and bottom-up pressure from the ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 

movement. The CCP understood that, if it was to maintain its own political legitimacy, 

it could no longer neglect the obscene wealth gap created by forty years of economic 

reform and a deliberate lack of government oversight. The desire of ordinary workers 

for a decent life and an end to social injustice made the task of transforming the trade 

union into a truly representative organization even more pressing. 

 ̧ The ACFTU began a series of reforms to its organizational structure, management 

model and operating mechanisms. At the grassroots level, the ACFTU sought to create 

new unions, recruit new members and protect the rights and interests of its members. 

However, the union has not really changed its basic identity, and the reform measures 

introduced so far still betray a paternalistic attitude, seeing workers as victims in need 

of help rather than persons of value in need of representation. As a result, workers still 

do not identify with the union or have a sense of belonging or commitment to it. 

In conclusion, we argue that the ACFTU can no longer merely indulge in superficial structural 

reforms which in reality do more to protect its own vast self-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ 

The reforms undertaken so far do nothing more than demonstrate the need for genuine 

trade union reform. It is now absolutely essential that trade union reforms allow workers to 

reclaim ownership of the union and for the union to represent workers (not itself) in 

collective bargaining with employers at the enterprise level. The union needs to be led and 

driven by those who believe in the core values of socialism τ equality, justice and 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΦ hƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǳƴƛƻƴΣ ƭƻƴƎ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭy of workers. 
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PÁÒÔ /ÎÅȡ !Î ÏÖÅÒÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ 

An analysis of collective protests by workers in different industries  

TƘƛǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ сΣсфп ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƻƴ /[.Ωǎ {ǘǊƛƪŜ 

Map from January 2015 to the end of December 2017. The Map broadly categorizes 

industries as construction, manufacturing, services, transportation, retail, education and 

mining. During this three-year period more than one third of all incidents involved 

construction workers, a quarter were in manufacturing, and transportation and services 

both accounted for 11 percent of the incidents. See chart below. 

 

 

 

Construction  

There were 2,595 construction worker protests recorded during this period, with the highest 

concentrations found in Henan, Guangdong, Shandong, Hebei and Sichuan. The vast 

majority of incidents occurred in residential and commercial building construction and repair 

projects, usually involving private companies, with a smaller number related to 

infrastructure projects funded by local governments.  

More than 99 percent of all these cases involved demands for wages in arrears, confirming 

the persistent and ingrained nature of the wage arrears problem in the construction sector. 

Other demands included compensation for lay-offs and social insurance contributions. 

Construction
39%

Manufacturing
26%

Services 
11%

Transport
11%

Mining
4%

Retail
3%

Education
3% Others

3%

Distribution of collective worker protests across industrial sectors 
2015 -17
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Collective protests typically involved demonstrations with workers holding banners 

demanding payment of wage arrears. Construction workers were more likely than workers 

in other industries to threaten suicide by jumping of high buildings etc. in pursuit of their 

demands, however police intervened in just 25 percent of construction worker protests and 

made arrests in four percent of cases, about the same as the overall average across all 

industries. 

Manufacturing 

There were 1,770 cases of factory worker protests with most occurring in the coastal 

manufacturing centres of Guangdong, Jiangsu, Shandong and Zhejiang. Workers in the 

clothing, apparel and footwear industries accounted for 20 percent of the cases, followed by 

electronics (14.8 percent), heavy industry such as steel and aluminium (8.8 percent) and 

automotive and shipbuilding (5.8 percent).  

The majority of incidents (1,003 in total) were in domestically-owned private enterprises, 

with state-owned and foreign-owned enterprises accounting for 131 and 122 incidents 

respectively. Once again, demands for wages in arrears was the most common demand 

occurring in 75.5 percent of cases, with demands for compensation and social insurance 

contributions occurring in 15.7 percent and 11.6 percent of cases respectively. 

Strikes and collective protests by factory workers often involve greater numbers of 

protestors and as such are more likely to lead to police intervention and arrests. Police 

intervened in one third of all incidents and detained or arrested workers in 7.4 percent of 

cases. 

Services 

The Strike Map recorded 726 incidents, about 11 percent of the total, in service industries 

during this period. Worker protests were concentrated in the catering industry which 

accounted for 24.1 percent of cases, followed by the hospitality industry with 14.2 percent 

of cases. However, labour disputes now erupt in an increasingly broad range of service 

industries such as IT companies, banks and finance companies, medical facilities, leisure and 

sports facilities like gyms, golf courses and amusement parks, television stations and other 

local media outlets. The vast majority of enterprises (74 percent) in which labour disputes 

occurred were privately-owned domestic companies, while there were only four incidents in 

foreign-owned companies. 

More than 82 percent of cases involved wage arrears, reflecting the instability of many 

businesses in the rapidly expanding service sector. Strikes and protests by service workers 

tended to be relatively small-scale and peaceful, rarely resulting in police interventions or 

arrests. It was not unusual however for local government officials to mediate or broker 

negotiations in these cases. 
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Transportation 

There were 717 cases involving transport workers during this period. These cases had a 

much more even distribution pattern than many other industries indicating that the 

problems faced by transport workers are felt across the whole of China. Taxi drivers 

accounted for 63.2 percent of all protests, followed by bus drivers (and crews), couriers and 

ride-hailing app drivers. Private enterprises again accounted for most of the protests (71.8) 

reflecting the extent to which privatisation and intense competition has eroded working 

conditions in the transport industry.  

The most common grievances of transport workers were unfair competition from unlicensed 

operators, and high management or vehicle rental fees for taxi drivers. Transport worker 

protests usually took the form of strikes and slow-speed processions but taxi drivers also 

used so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǿƛǘh ride-hailing app drivers. 

However, these actions only rarely led to arrests. 

Retail 

There were 212 cases of collective worker protests in the retail industry, with Henan, Jiangsu, 

Shandong, Sichuan, Hebei and Guangdong having the highest concentrations of labour 

unrest.  Most disputes occurred in shopping malls and department stores (22.6 percent) and 

supermarkets (19.3 percent) with the majority (74.5 percent) being privately owned 

companies. However, 13.3 percent of cases were in foreign-owned or joint-ventures. Many 

global retailers such as Walmart have established operations in cities across the whole of 

China and these outlets are just as likely to see worker protests as domestic companies. See 

our research report /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ²ŀƭƳŀǊǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΥ /ǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ǘǊŀŘŜ 

unionism for more details. 

Demands for wage arrears again dominated the worƪŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ƎǊƛŜǾŀƴŎŜǎ ōǳǘ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘǎ 

against lay-offs were also very common. Intense competition among retailers and the 

growing pressure from e-commerce led to many retail outlets suddenly closing down leaving 

workers out of a job and out of pocket. As in the rest of the service sector, collective 

protests tended to be relatively small scale and rarely attracted the interest of local 

authorities. 

Mining 

There were 235 collective protests by miners, concentrated largely in the traditional mining 

areas of Shanxi, Shaanxi, Hebei, Shandong and Henan. The vast majority of incidents (93.6 

percent) occurred in the coal mining industry, with an even distribution between state and 

privately-owned mines, in those cases where ownership could be determined. 

The vast majority of protests were over wage arrears, which became a chronic problem in 

China as the coal industry contracted during the period covered by the report. Perhaps the 

best-known collective action occurred in the Spring of 2016 when thousands of angry coal 

miners in the north-eastern city of Shuangyashan staged a series of mass protests (see photo 

below) that forced the local government to pay months of wage arrears owed by their 

http://www.clb.org.hk/sites/default/files/Walmart%20report%20Final.pdf
http://www.clb.org.hk/sites/default/files/Walmart%20report%20Final.pdf
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employer, the state-owned Longmay Group. Despite the sometimes-confrontational nature 

of these protests, workers were arrested in just 5.1 percent of cases, suggesting perhaps 

that the authorities did not want to provoke further protests with mass arrests of state-

owned enterprise employees.  

 

Education 

There were 206 collective protests by teachers and education workers during this period, 

clustered predominately in Henan, Hebei, Jiangsu, Hubei and Hunan. A total of 160 (77.7 

percent) occurred in secondary and primary schools, with 18 incidents in kindergartens and 

16 involving rural community teachers.  

Teachers, particularly those in poor rural districts, had very specific demands not seen in 

many other sectors, reflecting their employment status, low pay and lack of benefits. A 

relatively small proportion of cases (43.2 percent) involved wage arrears, while 26.4 percent 

included demands for higher pay, and 22.5 percent concerned social insurance payments. 

Teachers would often organize strikes and sit-ins, with occasional gatherings outside 

government buildings, which would often lead to confrontation with the police. 

Please see our research report Over-worked and under-paid: The long-running battle of 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŎŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪ, which ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ нлмп ǘƻ нлмр 

for more details. 

The main causes of collective labour disputes  in China 

During the period covered by this report, the pace of economic growth in China slackened, 

investment and export markets were anaemic, domestic consumption failed to take up the 

slack, and annual GDP growth continued to decline, from 7.7 percent in 2014 to 6.7 percent 

in 2017. 

https://www.clb.org.hk/sites/default/files/Teachers%20final.pdf
https://www.clb.org.hk/sites/default/files/Teachers%20final.pdf
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The central government acknowledged that economic conditions were άŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ 

emergent structural problems in the domestic economy, the emergence of hidden risks, and 

multiple faŎǘƻǊǎ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘƻǿƴǿŀǊŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜΦέ A range of new measures 

were launched in response to try to readjust the industrial structure and stabilise economic 

growth with a particular focus on making consumption the main driver of the economy, 

shifting from traditional to advanced manufacturing industries, and developing modern 

service sectors and emerging industries. 

During the process of economic transition, old growth drivers fade away and new ones kick 

in: traditional industries such as steel, cement, coal-mining, textiles and electronics are on a 

downward path, while emerging industries such as the internet platform-based sector are 

rising. This has had an enormous impact on the rights and interests of workers in a wide 

range of industries. As the shift away from sunset industries progresses, it becomes 

imperative to tackle unresolved worker compensation and retirement issues, while during 

the rise of new industries, it is important to tackle issues related to wages, working hours 

and social security and other matters. The lack of effective trade union representation for 

workers during this process has only exacerbated these problems and led to numerous and 

widespread collective protests by workers. 

After analysing several thousand individual collective protests by workers during the period 

covered by this report, we have identified the following major triggers for collective action 

by workers. 

Structural adjustment of industry to reduce excess capacity 

On 10 November, 2015, President Xi Jinping put forward a proposal for supply-side 

structural reform, arguing ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ άŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜȄŎŜǎǎ 

ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎΦέ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ 

structural adjustment, the priority was the steelmaking and mining industries, followed by 

cement, glass, electrolytic aluminium, shipping and other industries. By the end of 2017, the 

mining industry had already reduced capacity by 540 million tons and the steel industry by 

more than 100 million tons. 

Most of the enterprises affected in the drive to scale back excess capacity were state-owned. 

They suddenly had to face production cutbacks and shutdowns, closures and clearances. 

Some so-called άȊƻƳōƛŜέ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ƻǊ ƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƛƴto other enterprises. 

Around 1.5 million coal miners were reassigned or άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭly retired.έ ¢ƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ a recurrence 

of the situation at the end of the last century where workers at SOEs were laid off without 

adequate social security cover, the central government demanded improved measures to 

find alternative placements for workers. In the steel industry, it stressed ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ άƘŀƴŘƭŜ 

ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭŜƎŀƭƭȅΣ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ Ǌƛǎƪ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΣέ and 

ensure that there were employment options and livelihood guarantees for workers cast off 

by their enterprises. 

However, some enterprises still sought to cut costs in an attempt to turn their businesses 

around.  Whilst facing bankruptcy and closure, they continued to opt for measures that 



11 

 

sacrificed the interests of the workers, in particular by the non-payment or delayed payment 

of wages and social insurance contributions. During this process, the local trade unions did 

little except άǇǊƻǾƛde assistance to workers for re-employment anŘ ǊŜǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΦέ 

They did not serve as the voice of the workers or help them obtain reasonable 

compensation. The union failed to fulfil its role when the rights and interests of workers 

were harmed, leading to the outbreak of several collective protests.  

 ̧ May 2015. The Tonghua Iron and Steel Group Co., Ltd. began to lay off workers. All 

male workers over 50-years-old and all workers who had been employed at the plant 

for more than 30 years were forced into internal retirement and paid a pension based 

on the local minimum wage of 1,380 yuan a month. Hundreds of workers took to the 

streets in protests that lasted several days. 

 ̧ March 2016. While attending the National tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ .eijing, the governor of 

Heilongjiang, Lu Hao, told a press conference that there were no wage arrears at the 

massive Longmay Mining Group. In response, tens of thousands of Longmay employees 

burst onto the streets of Shuangyashan in northern Heilongjiang holding up banners 

with slogans accusing Lu Hao of talking nonsense, anŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άDƛǾŜ ǳǎ ōŀŎƪ ƻǳǊ ƳƻƴŜȅ 

ŜŀǊƴŜŘ ōȅ ōƭƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǿŜŀǘΣ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ tŀǊǘȅΗέ  

 ̧ March 2016.  The Tangshan Guofeng Iron and Steel Co. Ltd. announced a halt in 

production, with 1,500 layoffs. On 5 April, laid-off workers blockaded the streets to 

protest the eƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎΦ 

In the market economy, it is clearly pointless to rely on central government diktats to resolve 

labour issues. The central government cannot compel enterprises to safeguard the rights 

and interests of workers, and cannot compel local governments to safeguard the livelihoods 

of workers affected by layoffs under their remit. When their specific interests and rights are 

jeopardized, and their very livelihoods are impacted, some of the affected workers may see 

talk by management and regional officials of ŀ άōǊƛƎƘǘŜǊ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿέ ŀǎ ƻǾŜǊǘ ŘŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

humiliation, and decide that their only option is to take collective action. Workers believed 

that by escalating the protestτthe bigger the betterτ they would be able to draw attention 

and possibly get a solution to their problems. In this they were correct: if you make a big fuss, 

you get a broad settlement, and if you tone it down, the settlement is inadequate, and if you 

make no fuss at all, you get no settlement. Due to the impulse to seek advantage with 

minimal risk, when facing threats that harm their interests or even jeopardise their 

livelihoods, workers will often opt for protest rather than negotiations, the mere mention of 

which could lead to reprisals. 

Bankruptcy, closure and relocation of traditional manufacturing industries 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŜƴǘ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ Řuring the period 

covered by this report. As labour, raw material and land prices all rose, profits fell and 

manufacturers had to adapt ƻǊ ŘƛŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ άǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ƳƻŘŜƭ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 

a plentiful supply of cheap labour was no longer sustainable and local governments, in the 

Pearl River Delta in particular, sought to close-down low-end and polluting industries and 
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encourage the growth of hi-tech innovation and production. So, while the government of 

Dongguan invested heavily in robotics etc, thousands of smaller factories making shoes, toys 

and apparel closed down. In 2015 alone, a total of 268 enterprises with annual revenues 

greater than 20 million yuan (an official benchmark) closed down, went bankrupt or were 

deregistered, and 362 foreign-invested enterprises closed down and relocated offshore. 

Most of these enterprises were labour-intensive SMEs. 

During this process, the rights and interests of the workers involved were gravely 

undermined by the failure of business owners and local governments to inform them of 

closure plans or listen to their opinions, and crucially by the failure of the trade union to 

defend their interests. Enterprises could arbitrarily cut wages and benefits or suddenly close 

down, leaving workers with unpaid wages and social insurance contributions, they could 

deny laid-off workers reasonable economic compensation or even embezzle profits. During 

mergers and acquisitions, workers were nearly always kept in the dark and had to accept 

new employment conditions under new ownership. All these actions, because of the lack of 

union representation or a collective bargaining mechanism, sparked worker protests.  

When a company is operating normally, many workers express their dissatisfaction by 

resigning and just walking away from an unreasonable boss. But when an enterprise suffers 

bankruptcy and closure, relocation or a change of ownership, workers may feel it is their last 

chance to safeguard their rights and interests. At such times, long-brewing conflicts with 

management can suddenly burst out when employers deliberately evade the responsibilities 

incumbent on them. In the absence of bargaining mechanisms, workers will resort to 

collective protest to express their dissatisfaction and voice their demands if the enterprise 

union is not doing its job properly. These actions may even target local governments. 

 ̧ 8 October 2015. Fuchang Electronics in Shenzhen suddenly announced bankruptcy and 

closure. Over 3,000 workers gathered to protest, and demanded that management 

settle wage arrears and economic compensation issues. The workers surrounded local 

government offices and demanded that authorities step in and solve the problems. 

 ̧ 5 March 2016. Around 2,000 workers at Changying Electric (Shenzhen) Co., Ltd. went 

on strike after management began the process of factory relocation to nearby Huizhou 

but refused to discuss the issue of compensation. 

 ̧ 21 November 2016. Workers at three Coca-Cola bottling plants in Chongqing, 

Changchun and Chengdu launched a coordinated strike after the company announced 

the sale of the facilities to two domestic Chinese bottling companies. The workers 

demanded lay-off compensation based on their length of employment. 

Irregular employment in emerging industries 

Economic restructuring entails both the replacement of traditional manufacturing industries 

with technologically advanced ones, and the promotion of emerging industries that can help 

boost consumption. New internet platform-based services in e-commerce, express delivery, 

group-purchase, food delivery and taxi-hailing have all grown rapidly in recent years and it is 

estimated that these industries employed around 70 million people in 2017. 
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Among these emerging industries, the development of express delivery services has been 

particularly noticeable. The sector has seen an annual growth rate of over 50 percent and 

revenue reached 495.7 billion yuan in 2017. More than 40 billion parcels were delivered in 

China in 2017, accounting for around 40 percent of the worldwide total. The most common 

employment relationship in this new industry is a service-agent relationship with franchise 

outlets, not a formal employment relationship with the main company, and most workers 

are paid on a piece-rate basis. The food delivery business also operates in this way, the 

workers only relationship with the internet platform is through the app on their phone. They 

are paid according to delivery time and frequency and have no access to social insurance or 

the housing provident fund. 

Platform operators have strict management regimes that workers have no choice but to 

accept because they lack effective channels for safeguarding their rights and interests. Some 

local trade unions have tried to organise delivery workers but, in practice, this drive is 

usually just about meeting union enrolment targets. The aim is not to represent employees 

in collective bargaining over pay and working conditions, and as such, when workers are 

dissatisfied with the management system, pay levels, the working environment or other 

matters, they can only resort to collective protest. /[.Ωǎ {ǘǊƛƪŜ aŀǇ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ 11 protests 

and strikes in the food delivery business during 2017, for example. 

 ̧ 8 August 2017. Meituan-Dianping delivery workers in Yixing, Jiangsu, went on strike, 

protesting reductions in commissions and demanding payment of allowances and 

traffic accident compensation. Workers claimed that their commission had dropped 

from 10 yuan per 4.3 kilometres to less than 7 yuan per 4.1 kilometres, and that the 

high-temperature allowance had been halved from one yuan per order to just 50 cents. 

Difficulties faced by businesses in newly emerging industries 

Existing labour laws and regulations are vague on the responsibilities of employers in 

emerging industries and the lack of clear rules governing labour relations has negatively 

impacted the rights and interests of employees. Worker rights have been further eroded by 

intense competition as new companies seek to establish market dominance.  Undercutting 

prices and aggressive expansion have become important methods of ensuring corporate 

survival. A large number of corporations have already been screened out of their markets 

within one or two years by the instability of their operating model, breaches in their funding 

chains and the erosion of marginal benefits. For example, in 2011, there were 5,000 online 

group-purchasing sites. Three years later, this figure had steadily dwindled to 200. There 

were 3,400 online lending platforms in 2015, but in 2016 that had fallen to 2,300. There 

were over 20 companies in the bicycle-sharing business in China in 2016, but one year later, 

most had shut down amid fierce competition, leaving behind mountains of unused bicycles 

across the country. 
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Share bicycle graveyard in Xiamen. Photo Reuters. 

When these companies fail, workers are owed wages in arrears and social insurance 

contributions. Currently, these workers can only resort to protests but these emerging 

industries do perhaps provide workers with an opportunity to create a new kind of collective 

bargaining mechanism that is able to swiftly resolve labour disputes, if of course the union is 

willing and able on get onboard. Two examples of fairly typical disputes in emerging 

industries noted so far are: 

 ̧ нн WǳƴŜ нлмтΦ  ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǘ aƻōƛƪŜΩǎ vƛƴƎǎƘŀƴ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƛƴ ²ǳƘŀƴ ǎǘŀƎŜŘ ŀ 

protest demanding wages in arrears. Workers said they had not been paid since the 

company set up the repair shop in February. 

 ̧ 1 October 2017. More than a dozen cycle repair workers at Cool Cycle in Hangzhou, 

staged a protest demanding payment of wages in arrears. The company claimed it had 

no money. Subsequently, more than 300 workers at other Cool Cycling units held 

similar protests in various other cities. 

IÄÅÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÎÄÓ ÉÎ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ 

During the 21st Century, collective protests by workers have become increasingly frequent 

and well-organized, to the point that they are now part of everyday life in China and labour 

unrest is deeply entrenched in Chinese society as a whole. Consequently, during the three 

years covered by this report, the Chinese government recognised the need for a different 

approach to social development. The mantra of the 18th Congress of the Communist Party of 

China [2012-17] that encouraged the liberation and development of social productive forces 

ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ cultural needs of 

ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ǇƛǾoted during the 19th Party Congress 

ώhŎǘƻōŜǊ нлмтϐ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦέ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ 
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stressing vigorous economic development and the creation of wealth, the Party now focuses 

on balanced economic development and the rational distribution of wealth.  

The unequal balance of power in labour relations has been a major ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ [ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ payment of wages in arrears, social 

insurance contributions, economic compensation and improved working conditions, pay and 

benefits, it is clear that the fundamental tensions between labour and capital in China are 

centred on the issue of wealth distribution. Workers have not been able to share in the fruits 

ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŀǇƛŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ forty years. Rather they have been 

repeatedly denied their legal rights and deprived of their economic interests. It was for this 

reason that the 19th Party Congress made the distribution of wealth the focus of its future 

development and reform programs.  

To gauge the unfair distribution of wealth, we can look at low wage levels, occupational 

health and safety standards, working hours, social insurance compliance etc. To achieve a 

fair and rational distribution of wealth the trade union needs to represent workers in 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ Lƴ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǳƴƛƻƴ ƭŀŎƪǎ ǘƘŜ 

ability to engage in collective bargaining, and, ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Ǉŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

unilaterally decided by the employer. Wages and the method of payment are determined at 

the outset by the employer when a worker is hired. During employment, the actual wage is 

decided by the employer, and when the employment relationship is terminated there is no 

guarantee that workers will actually get the compensation or wages in arrears they are 

owed. 

During the period covered by this report, we can identify the following trends and 

characteristics of collective action by workers in China 

Converging demands 

The occurrence of ChiƴŜǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀǘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ 

spreading across sectors and regions, evidence that industrial relations in China are 

increasingly collective in nature; in other words, the collective awakening of Chinese workers 

is an ongoing process, and workers are quick to translate this realisation of their rights into 

collective action.  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŎƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ нлмр-2017 period covered by 

this report. Wage-related issues are at the core of the 6,694 cases recorded: 5,177 of the 

collective actions demanded the payment of wages in arrears, while 303 demanded wage 

increases. These wage-related protests and strikes add up to 81.86% of the total. Clearly, 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΥ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōȅ 

trying to recover their share of the economic benefits they contributed to generate or 

demanding a share more commensurate with their actual contribution.  

Workers have no say before, during or after the establishment of industrial relations. 

Through the entire process, management dictates the terms of employment. Given this lack 

of representation, workers have been deprived of a voice in the issue of wealth distribution. 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƛǊ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
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development, often they are left with no pay at all, as the Strike Map shows. Chinese 

workers may then choose to take legal action (i.e. through arbitration) or collective action in 

ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǳƴƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ !ƭƭ-

/Ƙƛƴŀ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¢ǊŀŘŜ ¦ƴƛƻƴǎ ό!/C¢¦ύΣ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƳƻƴƻǇƻƭȅ ƛƴ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ 

organise; nevertheless, disenfranchised workers have effectively been taking collective 

action autonomously and will continue to do so as long as the exclusion of proper worker 

representation within this monopoly persists. 

A more comprehensive understanding of collective action 

By a more comprehensive understanding of collective action we mean that, while taking 

collective action, workers have moved from an emotional to a rational attitude, and from a 

spontaneous to a more organised approach.  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ сΣсфп ŎŀǎŜǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƻƴ /[.Ωǎ Strike Map during the period of this report, and in 

particular the ones involving a higher number of participants, we noticed the following 

trends: 1) these collective actions have a clear leadership structure, 2) they have elected 

worker representatives, 3) there was no destruction of company property, 4) workers acted 

collectively in escalating and deescalating the dispute in an orderly fashion, 5) workers 

stressed the resolution of disputes through collective bargaining.  

To illustrate this more comprehensive understanding of collective action we can examine 

the differences between the 2010 Nanhai Honda case and the 2015 Lide Shoe Factory case 

below: 

 

Nanhai Honda workers on strike. Photograph: Bobby Yip, Reuters. 
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In 2010, workers at the Foshan Nanhai Honda auto parts factory staged a strike seen by 

Ƴŀƴȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ άŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ 

lasted for almost 20 days and was led by a group of 17 workers, who maintained a high 

morale in the process. However, the prevailing mood throughout the dispute could be 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ǿƻǊŘǎΥ ŦŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƎŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ άŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴέ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎǘǊƛƪŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 

harsher (forced resumption of work, dismissal of a dozen workers who were leading the 

strike), the cohesiveness of the collective action started to show cracks. Workers did not 

know how to respond, and when management presented counter proposals, workers 

became incoherent and divided. In the end, civil society organisations played the role of 

facilitator/negotiator between management and workers, finally achieving a mutual 

agreement for a salary increase and the resumption of work. In retrospect, Honda workers 

did not do the necessary preliminary organizing work to sustain effective strike action and 

one could argue that it only lasted as long as it did because of the pent-up frustrations and 

anger of workers towards management.  

Five years later, in 2015, workers at Lide Shoe factƻǊȅ ƛƴ DǳŀƴƎȊƘƻǳΩǎ tŀƴȅǳ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǿŜƴǘ ƻƴ 

strike demanding compensation for factory relocation. During this collective action, workers 

exhibited a more rational and orderly behaviour. In over four months of collective action 

split into two stages, workers maintained a calm and self-restrained attitude. During both 

the strike action and factory occupation, workers never damaged company property nor 

took to the streets in protest. Before taking collective action, workers had completed a 

multi-layered democratic process of organising, electing their representatives, establishing 

media liaison teams, a solidarity fund administrative team as well as a security team. This 

helped move collective action away from an unstructured, fragmented and chaotic amalgam 

into a unified, organised and action-ready state.   

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ 

Thanks to the popularisation of the internet and mobile devices, Chinese workers today have 

access to a broad range of online tools for organising collective action. Workers are no 

longer limited by traditional family or birthplace ties in establishing solidarity in the 

workplace. In taking collective action over the last few years, workers have demonstrated 

their growing tech savviness. Besides having a clear understanding of the peculiarities and 

functionalities of each social media platform, they also know the importance of the timely 

and measured dissemination of information. Workers have, with the assistance of these new 

tools, shown their strength and ability in mobilisation and organising. In order to illustrate 

how the ability of workers to organize online has evolved and developed over the last 

decade, we shall examine the examples of the Nanhai Honda auto workers strike in 2010 

and the 2014-15 Lide Shoe Factory dispute in Panyu. 

During the 2010 Nanhai Honda strike, workers were already familiar with the online tools 

available for organising purposes. Even before the strike began, workers had set up online 

groups, using the then popular social media platform QQ, that were based on specific 

production lines or place of birth. Once the collective action kicked off, they used an array of 
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telecommunications channels like SMS groups and QQ groups to communicate among 

themselves and call for broader support. However, these groups were completely open to 

anyone; literally anyone could join and express their opinion. This type of flat-structured 

forum gave rise to a series of issues: as personal grievances and opposing views accumulated, 

it became more and more difficult to compile a coherent list of demands. When collective 

bargaining started, worker representatives presented a list of more than one hundred 

demands. Although online organising had accomplished the primary role of gathering 

support, it stopped short of becoming a useful tool that could help facilitate the bargaining 

process by consolidating demands.   

When the Lide shoe factory workers went on strike in late 2014, their organisational capacity 

had noticeably improved. By November 2014, the workers had already set up a worker 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻƴ ²Ŝ/ƘŀǘΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƘŀǘ ǘƻƻƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

several hundred million users. Separately, there was a real-name Lide bargaining 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŀ [ƛŘŜ worker representŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ vv ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŀ [ƛŘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ 

vv ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŀ [ƛŘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ {ƛƴŀ ²Ŝƛōƻ ƳƛŎǊƻōƭƻƎƎƛƴƎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŜǘŎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

not completely open and played different roles in organising the collective action: some 

were exclusive to the worker representatives and all had a designated administrator. The 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀŘŜǇǘ ŀǘ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƳƻōƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ 

colleagues. At the same time, they could present their narrative and keep the flow of 

information going in order to gain broader support from society at large. During their 

ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ ну άǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ²Ŝƛōƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΣ ŀƭƭ 

of which were informative but concise, and gained more than ten thousand views each. This 

social media campaign helped the Lide workers garner more attention and broader support 

as more and more people learnt the details of their campaign. On one occasion, police 

ƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘŜŘ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘing a staff 

membŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀƴȅǳ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ /ŜƴǘǊŜΦ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ 

their Weibo account, and after a well-known scholar helped re-post the news, it gained 

5,240 re-posts and a total of 1.81 million views. Under the immense pressure of public 

opinion, the police had no choice but to release the workers the same night. 

Another useful case study of how workers use social media in collective action was the 2016 

Walmart workers campaign. In the Spring of 2016, many Walmart workers in China, 

concerneŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ άŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƧŜƻǇŀǊŘƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

working conditions, staged a series of protests across China. Worker representatives set up a 

Walmart Chinese Workers Association (WCWA), an online forum that was initially mainly 

used for sharing successful experiences and giving legal advice to colleagues. However, after 

the formal implementation of the comprehensive working hours system in May 2016, the 

number of participants in the forum increased rapidly. An estimated more than 20,000 

²ŀƭƳŀǊǘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊǳƳΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 

new working hours system and offering various suggestions for collective action. What 

distinguished the WCWA from smaller, local networks was its inter-provincial nature, 

organising colleagues from different Walmart stores across China. It is also worth noting the 

international solidarity created between Walmart workers in China and the United States. 

The WCWA and the American workers group OURWalmart connected via teleconferencing 
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and discussed the common issues faced by workers in both countries, and came up with 

joint strategies to fight back. Members of OURWalmart also shared examples of successful 

industrial action in the United States with their Chinese colleagues. 

Chinese workers are constantly refining their skills and abilities to use online tools in 

organizing collective action. For example, they will often use homophones or abbreviations 

in their posts in order to evade censorship. Moreover, worker representatives are 

increasingly aware of their online duties and responsibilities, patiently collecting opinions 

and posting measured replies. And thanks to the huge popularity of social media in China, 

workers can learn from past experiences and avoid repeating past mistakes. Workers share 

information through Weibo, WeChat, QQ, discuss past cases and successful strategies and 

learn lessons from failed campaigns. The wide range of online tools now available has not 

only made collective coordination more efficient, ōǳǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ 

mobilisation and organisation. Workers can now share online experiences across huge 

geographic distances and across industrial sectors, opening a new chapter for Chinese 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ. 

Diversificatioƴ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

Over the last forty yearsΣ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ Ƴŀǎǎ ƭŀȅ-offs during the reform 

of the state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in the 1990s, the surge of privately-owned enterprises 

in the 2000s, and the decline of traditional labour-intensive manufacturing companies, the 

boom in new services sectors and increased informalisation of labour, etc. in the 2010s. 

Chinese workers no longer depend on the political establishment for their survival and 

hence have evolved from a largely passive attitude towards a more proactive defence of 

their labour rights. Among the cases covered by this report, one can notice the participation 

in collective actions of ex-SOE workers who have already lost tƘŜƛǊ ΨƛǊƻƴ ōƻǿƭǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ 

still employed by SOEs, rural migrant workers employed in the private sector, staff in public 

institutions such as schools and hospitals and even civil servants. It is important to highlight 

the fact that when collective actions take place, public support from society at large is the 

norm rather than the exception, and often civil society actors such as lawyers, journalists 

and academics can be seen on site. 

9Ǿƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

To outside observers, Chinese ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ are manifested in strikes, factory 

occupations, blocking roads or protesting in front of a government buildings etc. However, 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ 

through the years. Workers are increasingly seeking to resolve disputes through a 

combination of the actions described above as well as collective bargaining to achieve their 

demands. Granted, the 2010 Nanhai Honda dispute may have been resolved only with the 

participation of civil society actors taking the initiative to negotiate an agreement but this 

case nevertheless opened a new chapter of collective bargaining in China.  

During the Lide Shoe factory dispute discussed above, workers went on strike, bargained 

with management, went on strike again to continue exerting pressure, and then sat at the 
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bargaining table to achieve a mutually acceptable resolution. This is an exemplary case that 

illustrates how Chinese workers have developed a measured, rational and strategic 

approach to labour disputŜ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōǊŜŀƪǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭ-too-common vicious circle of 

ǎǘǊƛƪŜǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǇǊƛǎŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ǉƻlice force to 

supress the proǘŜǎǘΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƎƎǊŀǾŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŘƛǎŜƴŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƴƻǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άƳŀǎǎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎέ 

όƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŜǳǇƘŜƳƛǎƳ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ /Ƙƛƴŀύ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Ŏƻƭlective actions: 

the latter seeks resolution through negotiations and compromise rather than the simple 

venting of frustrations without clear goals. In this context, the Lide case is an important 

ǇǊƻǘƻǘȅǇŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōŀrgaining system. 

Proliferatioƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ  

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 

collective actions both geographically and across different industrial sectors. Geographically, 

strikes and protests are spreading out of the coastal areas of the Pearl River Delta and 

Yangtze River Delta and into inland provinces. During this time frame, the central province of 

IŜƴŀƴ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ, transport and 

retail sectors. By contrast, Guangdong saw a decline of collective actions from 38 percent of 

the national total in 2013 to 11.8 percent in 2017.  

 

CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΣ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ /Ƙƛƴŀ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǇƛƭƭed 

out of traditional manufacturing into the relatively newly developed services and retail 

sector. According to the data collected, there has been a clear decline in the percentage of 

collective actions in the labour-intensive traditional manufacturing sector, reaching a record 

low of 21.3 percent in 2017. Simultaneously, there has been a gradual increase in the share 

of strikes and protests in the services and retail sector, reaching a record high of 20.7 

percent in 2017. As more workers are absorbed into the services sector, the labour relations 

issues plaguing traditional manufacturing - lack of formal labour contracts, unreasonably low 

wages, insufficient social insurance and poor benefits- have moved along with them. The 
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persistent and continual violatƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ left workers with no option but to 

take collective action, the only difference now is that the protagonists are increasingly 

employed in the service industry. 

 

²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ Ƙŀǎ Ŏƻƴtinued to broaden and 

diversify, there has been no contemporaneous development of a collective bargaining 

system to regulate the persistent imbalances in labour relations. This leaves Chinese workers 

with no choice but to take collective action in an attempt to recover their losses and demand 

ŀ ŦŀƛǊŜǊ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

collective bargaining system to mitigate disputes, Chinese workers will not simply accept the 

status quo. Rather they will continue to take collective action until the day a collective 

bargaining system is firmly in place. 
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Part Two: The contribution of labour organizations in China 

In this section, we take an in-depth look at three well-known labour disputes to illustrate the 

role of non-governmental labour organizations (labour NGOs) in the development of labour 

relations in China, in particular the use of collective bargaining to resolve disputes. The three 

cases are, the Citizen Watch Factory dispute of 2011, the Guangzhou University Town case in 

2014, and the Lide Shoe Factory dispute in 2015. All three cases are discussed in detail on 

the CLB website. 

 

Bargaining at Citizen Watch                    University Town protest                Lide Shoe Factory workers on strike 

 

Creating a model for the resolution of collective labour disputes  

We have identified six stages or phases in the work of civil society labour organizations 

during collective labour disputes; 1. Accepting ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜƭǇΣ нΦ IŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ 

package demands and get organised, 3. Helping workers elect their own representatives, 4. 

Training worker representatives, 5. Helping and guiding workers during the collective 

bargaining process, and 6. Protecting worker representatives. 

!ŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜƭǇ 

In the first phase of a collective protest, workers seek to express their collective demands, 

such as payment of social security contribution arrears or economic compensation. However, 

very often, they do not know how to present these demands or how to get them accepted. 

Because there is no channel for bargaining within the enterprise, and because enterprise 

unions have long been under the control of the employers, employees often approach 

labour NGOs for help. 

In the Citizen case, workers had been on strike for over a fortnight before management 

finally agreed to enter into dialogue. However, the striking workers were unsure how to 

proceed and approached the nearby Laowei Law Firm for assistance. In the University Town 

case, the workers initially sought out the local government and labour inspectorate but 

never got a response. Only later did the workers get in touch with the Panyu Workers Centre 

for assistance. In the Lide case, however, when the workers discovered that management 

https://clb.org.hk/sites/default/files/archive/en/share/File/general/Collective_Bargaining_at_Shenzhen.pdf
https://clb.org.hk/en/content/unity-strength-story-guangzhou-university-town-sanitation-workers%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%84%A2-strike
https://clb.org.hk/en/content/trying-hit-moving-target-lide-shoe-factory-workers%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%84%A2-campaign-relocation-compensation
https://clb.org.hk/sites/default/files/archive/en/share/File/general/Collective_Bargaining_at_Shenzhen.pdf
https://clb.org.hk/en/content/unity-strength-story-guangzhou-university-town-sanitation-workers%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%84%A2-strike
https://clb.org.hk/en/content/trying-hit-moving-target-lide-shoe-factory-workers%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%84%A2-campaign-relocation-compensation
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was cutting back on orders, transferring equipment and showing other signs of relocating 

operations, they quickly got in touch with the Panyu Workers Centre and sought assistance. 

Although the resources and capabilities of labour NGOs are limited, they have always been 

committed to supporting the workers. As such, after many years of providing legal 

assistance and other services for workers, the more successful NGOs have won the respect 

and trust of workers in the surrounding areas. Workers feel that labour NGOs are 

trustworthy and can be counted on to back them up when labour disputes arise. 

Helping workers package demands and get organised 

After launching collective action, workers often run into technical difficulties, typically 

resulting from the complexity of their demands, poor organisation, the presence of 

άŦǊŜŜƭƻŀŘƛƴƎέ Ŏƻ-workers lacking true commitment, and their inability to follow up collective 

protests effectively. After a labour NGO intervenes in a dispute, it will first appraise and sort 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ 

This has the effect of uniting the workers around specific attainable goals and deepening the 

level of organisation.  

In the Citizen case, the Laowei lawyers swiftly consolidated various collective grievances into 

ƻƴŜ ƪŜȅ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Řŀƛƭȅ пл-minute rest break as 

worktime, as legally required, and pay corresponding overtime arrears for the previous five 

yearsΦ ¢ƘŜ tŀƴȅǳ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ¢ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƎǊƛŜǾŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǿƻ 

key demands; that workers be allowed to continue working in the local area and not be 

transferred to distant locations as the company demanded, and that their employer, 

GrounDey Property Management, compensate them for termination of their employment 

contracts. In the Lide case, the workers got in touch with the Panyu Workers Centre before 

taking any collective action. The staff at Panyu helped workers finalise their demands and 

thus, as soon as management expressed a willingness to negotiate, the day after the strike 

broke out, the workers were able to quickly present their 13 collective bargaining demands, 

including payment of social security and housing fund contribution arrears, payment of 

overtime and high-temperature allowances, paid annual leave and maternity leave benefits. 

All too often, when collective protests break out, management and local government 

authorities are faced with a complex and uncoordinated series of demands and are thus 

unable to react appropriately. Indeed, they often take a resistant and repressive stance. By 

helping workers to package their demands, labour NGOs can unify workers into a collective 

and embolden hesitant workers who might fear management reprisals or legal sanction. 

After the consolidation of initially disparate demands into an integrated package, workers 

not only gain an understanding of the legal basis of their demands, but also of the reality of 

labour relations and the separate interests of capital and labour. Consequently, angry 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ άƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƘŜŀǇ ƻŦ ƭƻƻǎŜ ǎŀƴŘΣέ ƘŀƳǇŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜƭǇƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ 

and vulnerability, begin to develop a class consciousness and take on a new worker identity, 

one with socialist values. This is especially valuable in this time of rampant self-interest, 

universal obsession with money and chaos in moral values. 
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Helping workers elect their own representatives 

At the beginning of any collective protest, certain workers have to assume the tasks of 

liaising, mobilising and organising. But because they are not trade union officials, they have 

no way of obtaining legal protection. As a result, many workers are reluctant to step forward 

and management has no one to talk to in the bargaining process. Sometimes workers claim 

ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎέ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎΦέ [ŀōƻǳǊ bDhǎ 

recognise however that when large numbers of people are involved, there is a need for 

clearly identified worker representatives within an overall leadership team. Therefore, after 

they have packaged the demands, the second task facing labour NGOs is giving guidance to 

workers in the process of electing collective bargaining representatives. 

In the Citizen case, Laowei lawyers guided the striking workers in electing a total of 12 

representatives drawn from the various production departments. In the University Town 

dispute, staff from Panyu organised striking workers and got them to hold meetings at which 

they elected a team of 18 worker representatives. Later, another worker representative 

meeting was convened, and a chief representative was elected, along with five bargaining 

representatives and three representatives to review expenses. In the Lide case, which 

involved nearly 3,000 employees, the Panyu NGO helped workers elect 65 worker 

representatives. After the first strike in December 2014, the workers elected 13 negotiators 

from among the 65 representatives. In the second stage of the protest, following the failure 

of some worker representatives to properly perform their duties, Panyu staff helped the 

workers hold another election, and 19 collective bargaining representatives were voted in. 

In some cases, worker representatives cannot be found while in others the status of the 

worker representatives is not clear. There are also cases where some particularly audacious 

workers stand up and represent themselves. Rarely is there any formal electoral process, 

and still less any delegation of authority by the workers. This particular issue often results in 

collective protests by workers rapidly descending into disorder and chaos. After workers 

elect their own representatives under the guidance of labour NGOs, this disorder and chaos 

is transformed into relatively orderly solidarity, which then establishes the necessary 

preconditions for the initiation of collective bargaining. 

Because worker representatives do not have the same legal protection as trade union 

officials, labour NGOs make sure that as many workers as possible sign a document 

authorising the elected representatives to act on their behalf in negotiations with 

government officials, management and official union staff, and sign agreements on their 

behalf. This gives the representatives better legal protection but also burdens them with the 

responsibility of fighting for and protecting the rights and interests of the workers. The 

workers on the other hand must accept the leadership of the representatives and are duty-

bound to protect them. Workers have the right to remove representatives through due 

process if they are incompetent or unwilling to fully commit to their role. However, practice 

has shown that most representatives are able to take on their role effectively and stand firm 

in the face of threats from management and the authorities, and as such gain the support of 

the workers. 
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Guangzhou University Town cleaners on strike in 2014 

Training worker representatives 

After worker representatives are elected, they face a wide range of issues: how to make 

policy decisions that satisfy the workers; how to prevent divisions arising among the workers; 

how to ensure a rational dialogue and conduct good-faith bargaining with management; 

how to make concessions and compromises during bargaining and still maintain their 

bottom line, and how to keep workers promptly informed with progress updates. 

However, the majority of worker representatives do not have any experience in collective 

bargaining, and some may even lack a basic understanding of its precepts and workings. 

Under such circumstances, labour NGOs need to provide training on the principle of equality 

between labour and management in collective bargaining, the responsibilities and 

obligations of worker representatives, bargaining techniques, the stages and the rules of 

bargaining, legal provisions, and the principles of concession and compromise. 

In the 2011 Citizen dispute, Laowei lawyers headed the bargaining team representing the 

workers, so providing training to worker representatives was not a top priority. In the other 

two cases however, staff from Panyu made training a key focus of their work. They arranged 

ten training meetings with the elected representatives of the University Town workers 

during which they were able to gradually learn about the significance, procedures, 

techniques and rules of collective bargaining. In the Lide case, Panyu staff helped 

representatives convene a meeting of workers from the various workshops, held six 

roundtable sesǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƻǊȅ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅΣ 

two plenary meetings and two roundtable sessions for bargaining representatives. 

After a series of training courses, the worker representatives were able to understand their 

roles and carry out their duties; present the collective demands of workers in a coherent 

manner, stick to the bottom line in a reasonable, grounded way and accurately gauge the 




















































