A time for introspection and a chance to enhance the rights and
interests of workers in China

- An appeal from labour activists in the wake of the Kunshan disaster

On the morning of 2 August 2014, Chinese Valentine's Day, a loud bang from the polishing
workshop of Kunshan Zhongrong Metal Products destroyed the lives of 75 young workers
and left 185 others badly injured in hospital. Why did they die and who is responsible? How
will our current system respond to this disaster? And will the loss of 75 innocent lives be
enough to change the system for the better?

This was without doubt one of the worst industrial accidents in recent Chinese history. And
the primary cause of the accident lies in the fact that labour rights have been consistently
overlooked in China’s headlong rush for economic development.

The accident revealed a huge loophole in occupational safety in China. The company’s greed
and disregard for the health and safety of the workers, combined with an indifference to
regulations, allowed dust to build up to dangerous levels, and this was the cause of the
accident. The accident also revealed the dangers of contracting pneumoconiosis after long-
term exposure to high concentrations of dust. The workers protested against this deadly
working environment once before but their appeal was ignored. The blast occurred at 7:37
on Saturday morning, outside standard working hours, but 261 workers had still clocked on.
Moreover, employees’ working hours could be as high as 14-15 hours a day, far exceeding
the limit stipulated in the Labour Law.

We can give many examples like this: in March 1987, an explosion at the Harbin Linen Mill
killed 58 people, while 177 people were injured; in 1993, the fire in Zhili Toy Factory in
Shenzhen killed 87 workers; in June 2013, a fire at Jilin Baoyuanfeng Poultry Co claimed the
lives of 120 people.

What is the root cause of so many tragedies? Behind the unbridled greed of these
enterprises is the dereliction of duty by the regulatory authorities. Ironically, less a month
before the accident, the Kunshan municipal government carried out a special workplace
safety campaign throughout the city and found that all the enterprises inspected were in full
compliance with the law! We don’t know how Zhongrong and its ilk with such obvious safety
hazards passed the inspection. After the accident, the local government quickly organized all
its resources to rescue the workers but we would actually prefer to see government officials
fulfil their responsibilities prior to the accident.

Another important factor is the lack of a bargaining mechanism and the absence of a trade
union. Without effective channels for expressing their demands and a trade union that can
safeguard their rights, the pain that workers suffer and the damage to their family life and
social relationships is hidden within the roaring machines and dense dormitory buildings.
Nobody sees their suffering and torment, they have no way of expressing their grievances,
and they are in essence reduced to being a part of the production line.



China’s development model has thus far ignored the rights and dignity of workers. In a
country where economic growth is cherished as the supreme “absolute principle,” labour
rights can be overlooked and politics can collude with capital. The low cost of labour can be
intentionally maintained for development, and labour organizations are deemed a threat to
social stability. While yielding huge wealth, the “World’s Factory” has also produced injuries,
occupational diseases and breathless workers paid at the minimum wage. While creating
countless miracles, “Made in China” is also destroying the health and lives of Chinese
workers and has left a heavy shadow over the rise and development of China.

We have to ask ourselves: How can we continue with such an immoral development model?
Will the loss of 75 lives be enough to end it?

The fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in New York in 1911 provides us with a useful
reference point. That tragedy quickly led to massive worker protests and garnered
widespread sympathy and support from people across America. This led to new legislation
and regulations designed not only to protect workers but to allow them to organize unions
and participate in collective bargaining. In China, however, the flames from the Zhili Toy
Factory and the Baoyuanfeng Poultry Co. were still not enough to awaken our social
conscience — Chinese workers are still suffering from a lack of rights as well as physical and
psychological harm.

We hope the government, businesses and workers in China can see that the fundamental
cause of the Kunshan disaster is not only the unscrupulousness of entrepreneurs, the failure
of government inspectors to do their job and the imperfections in the legal system, but also
the lack of self-awareness and collective consciousness among workers and their inability to
use collective power to protect their rights and interests. To change this situation and
improve work safety, workers must be given the ability to protect their own interests. We
propose that:

1. Trade unions across China should take a firm stand to safeguard labour rights and
promote solidarity. They should use the Kunshan tragedy as an opportunity to
reinvent themselves as trustworthy organizations that belong to the workers. The
unions should try to develop a mechanism that gives workers the right to monitor
and supervise workplace safety. Enterprise unions should fight for the interests of
workers through collective bargaining and sign collective contracts with employers
on labour standards and occupational safety matters.

2. All enterprises must learn the lessons from this disaster and do their best to
respect the rights and interests of their employees, improve the working
environment and enhance wages and benefits for the workers so that they can
enjoy a safe and healthy working environment and reasonable remuneration. This is
not charity but rather the social responsibility that enterprises must accept. Taking
on this responsibility is actually in their own interests because such actions will
clearly enhance the enthusiasm and creativity of the workforce and improve
productivity.



3. The government should develop fair and balanced labour policies and break the
model in which employers have all the power. The government should establish a
platform for negotiations between labour and management so that workers can
express their demands through regular and institutionalized channels. The
government should improve the social and political status of workers and make
respecting work and workers a mainstream social value. The government should do
everything possible to strengthen work safety supervision and develop a powerful
accountability and punishment system.

4. Workers should also learn lessons from the Kunshan disaster and increase their
awareness. Workers across the country face similar dangers but without collective
awareness and action, they will be in a much weaker position. Only by uniting and
collectively striving for their rights, can workers take positive steps forward.
Moreover, such collective power can change their fate and help create innovative
change in China’s system of labour relations.

5. Chinese society needs to reflect on these disasters and boycott companies that
violate labour rights. In this regard, we propose that 2 August henceforth be known
as China's "Occupational Safety Day." The workers are the backbone of "World’s
Factory" and the creators of the "China Miracle." Whether their rights and interests
are respected should be the benchmark for the realisation of fairness and justice,
the precondition for preserving national prosperity, and the key factor in
maintaining social stability.
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