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Gone for 100 days:

Three labour activists “disappeared” in China

27/06/2019

Friday 28 June marks the 100th day since labour activists
Wei Zhili and Ke Chengbing were detained by the
authorities in Guangzhou. Along with their colleague
Yang Zhengjun who was detained earlier, they are being
held under “residential surveillance at a designated
location” (3§ & /& Fr I5 ¥ & 1F) with no contact with their
families or legal representatives.

The three men worked at iLabour, an independent news
and advocacy platform established in 2013 to “promote
economic democracy, safeguard labour rights, and build
a just society.” Prior to their arrest, the iLabour
journalists were actively involved in the long-standing
struggle of a group of migrant workers from Hunan who
were demanding compensation for their occupational
disease, pneumoconiosis, contracted while employed on
the construction sites of Shenzhen.

iLabour began supporting the Hunan workers’ struggle
early in 2018, providing them with legal advice and
posting regular updates of their petitioning activities in
Shenzhen. The focus of the iLabour posts was the

01 Labour Activists
and their 2019

2019 is filled with continual
news of labour activists who are
cut off from their relatives and
under detention. CLB has been
publishing their stories all year
round: some of them were
actively involved in the long-
standing struggle of a group of
migrant workers; some were
enraged by witnessing
discrimination gone

unpunished ...... To “promote
economic democracy, safeguard
labour rights, and build a just
society” is what three
“disappeared” labour activists
of iLabour advocate. As a brand-
new year and decade come
close, we hope that we will be
able to move close to “a just
society” that they are fighting
for.

workers’ rights to health, a dignified life and freedom of assembly.

On 8 January, however, one day after around 50 petitioners were forcibly sent back to Hunan,

iLabour chief-editor, Yang Zhengjun, was arrested in Guangzhou. Police told him that he was being
held in connection with the Hunan workers’ protests. Two months later, Wei Zhili and Ke Chengbing,
who had continued to help the Hunan workers, were arrested as well.

When the Hunan workers heard of Wei and Ke's arrest, many of them attempted to visit Shenzhen
to lobby on their behalf. However, they were intercepted at the local train station.

“We were all devastated when we heard the news,” said worker representative Gu Fuxiang. “They
always stressed the importance of respecting the law, in fact Wei Zhili told us many times that in our
struggle for justice, we should use the law to our advantage.”
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https://clb.org.hk/content/gone-100-days-three-labour-activists-%E2%80%9Cdisappeared%E2%80%9D-china?fbclid=IwAR0fr6JyXZ3Tg_O2BIddz3GJMygmzix4NGHsJSVkvJnHBkNkYemvsiYyW9s
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The iLabour Three are all charged with “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” (S1if;%25), a catch-
all charge commonly used by the authorities for several years now to detain civil society activists.
“Residential surveillance at a designated location” (RSDL), likewise is regularly used by the
authorities to crackdown on dissent. Amnesty International defines RSDL as:

A form of secret incommunicado detention that allowed the police to hold individuals for up to six
months outside the formal detention system, without access to legal counsel of their choice, their
families or others, and placed suspects at risk of torture and other ill-treatment.

Yang ZhengjunAfter Yang Zhengjun’s arrest on 8 January, he was initially taken to the Shenzhen No.
2 Detention Centre. He was then transferred to RSDL on 6 February. As of today, Yang has been held
for more than five months. His lawyer made four requests to see him and all were refused. The
police claim that Yang has written a statement that terminates the appointment of the lawyer hired
by his family but this alleged statement has never been shown to his family.

Ke Chengbing was transferred to RSDL, one month after his initial detention, on 20 April. His family
were harassed and threatened, and eventually they reluctantly agreed to terminate his lawyer’s
appointment.

After publicising his arrest and disappearance on social media, Wei Zhili’s wife, the feminist activist
Zheng Churan, was forced to leave her home in Guangzhou. Others who had spoken out in support
of Wei were harassed or threatened by the police and some were reportedly beaten. All requests by
Wei’s lawyer to meet him since his transfer to RSDL on 20 April have been refused. Wei had stated
categorically before his arrest that he would never terminate the appointment of his lawyer but in
mid-May, his parents were shown a note apparently in Wei's handwriting rejecting the lawyer his
family had appointed for him.

Zheng Churan’s campaign to free Wei Zhili is documented in the following RTHK program which
aired this week. The program, in Cantonese and Mandarin Chinese, also features Xiao Hongxia, the
ex-wife of another well-known labour activist, Zhang Zhiru who was detained in January and later
charged with gathering a crowd to disturb public order (B QI EL1T = FF3E). Zhang is still in
detention in Shenzhen.
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02 The Poorly-regulated
Construction Industry and
its Way Out

Contrary to many expectations,
China’s most hazardous jobs are
not in coal mining but rather in
the poorly-regulated
construction industry. The
construction industry accounts
for more than a third of all the
incidents recorded on the Work
Accident Map and these
incidents most commonly
involve some kind of structural
or mechanical failure or workers
falling from a height.

Before the Chinese Spring
Festival, CLB gave an overview
of the construction industry:
Understanding and resolving the
fundamental problems in
China’s construction industry, in
which we emphasised that
China can no longer rely on
legislative changes and
administrative fiat to protect
workers, and that only a strong
trade union presence on
construction sites can actually
guarantee workers a decent
wage and safe working
conditions.

detailed case studies.

Understanding and resolving the
fundamental problems in China’s
construction industry

18/03/2019

In CLB’s research report A7\ TS A TREER
7k 40 T2z “FEIMETT" R EH B, published in January
2019, we analysed the deeply ingrained and systemic
problems affecting workers in China’s construction
industry and suggested a way forward in the future.

In this English-language summary, we highlight some of
the key extracts from the report that contextualize the
development of the industry over the last four decades
and reveal why construction workers are more likely
than any other group to suffer from violations of basic
labour rights, such as the non-payment of wages, and are
more likely than workers in other professions to be
involved in a workplace accident. In conclusion, we argue
that China can no longer rely on legislative changes and
administrative fiat to protect workers, and that only a
strong trade union presence on construction sites can
actually guarantee workers a decent wage and safe
working conditions.

For this situation to change, the union must first eschew
its traditional role as a neutral mediator and facilitator
between labour, management and government, and
reclaim its identity as the sole representative of the
interests of the construction workers, and become one
of the central actors in the development of labour
relations in China. The union must stop being a rights
advocate that only provides legal assistance after
workers’ rights have been violated, and focus on

organizing and representing workers in collective bargaining with construction industry federations.

Please see the English-language summary in Full Text and the original Chinese text for citations and
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China’s minor league football players take
collective action over wage arrears

18/09/2019

Following their 2-0 victory over the Qingdao Red Lions
last weekend, nine players from Jilin Baijia walked back
on to the pitch to display a banner calling for the
payment of wages in arrears and their promised bonus.
Photo below from social media.

It was the sixth time that players from teams in China’s
troubled League 2 (1 [E R Ik 2 2R Bx3%) had staged
collective protests over wage arrears just this year.

Prior to their game on 7 September, several players from
Nanjing Shaye staged a protest claiming that they had
only been paid about three month’s wages so far this
year. Like many other teams in the league, Nanjing Shiye
is struggling financially and is looking for new investors.

Other teams are in an even more precarious situation.
Dalian Chanjoy, for example, reportedly has less than 50
yuan in its bank accounts and owes its players around
seven million yuan. The players took collective action on

03 Football Players
Staged Wage
Arrears Protests

Standing in a line on the pitch
with team uniform -- this is not
a competition but a group of
young players who displayed a
banner calling for the payment
of wages in arrears and their
promised bonus. According to
CLB Strike Map, there are 7
cases that players from teams in
China’s troubled League 2 had
staged collective protests over
wage arrears just this year.

As the Chinese economy slows
further, it seems less and less
likely that domestic companies
will be willing to invest in loss-
making League 2 teams.

5 June this year to demand payment of five months’ wages.

The players at Ningxia Fiery Phoenix have staged two collective protests so far this year in May and
August. Wage arrears at the club reportedly total about 15 million yuan. However, unlike players at
many other teams who are looking for transfer opportunities, the Ningxia players say they are
determined to stay at the club and put on good performance in the hope of attracting new investors.
The players fear that if the club goes bankrupt, they will not get a cent. The team, also known as
Yinchuan Helanshan, is currently placed fifth in League 2’s northern division.

In January this year, just before the Lunar New Year when millions of construction workers
traditionally demand payment of wage arrears, players from Hainan FC, owned by real estate
developer, R&F Group, staged a protest demanding payment of 5.5 million yuan in wage arrears.
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One team member, Li Changliang, who joined Haikou FC last year, compared the players to migrant
construction workers who had been cheated out their wages by a labour contractor and were now
desperate to get paid before the holidays.

There are 32 teams in the League 2 (China’s third-tier league) and many of them are in financial
difficulty. The league lacks the glamour and international stars of the Super League and teams
regularly play in virtually empty stadiums and struggle to attract sponsorship and television
broadcast royalties. There have also been examples of match-fixing, which have further tarnished
the league’s reputation.

Wage arrears is a long-standing problem in the league and despite threats by the Chinese Football
Association to disqualify teams that don’t pay their staff, there is little sign that the situation is
improving. Indeed, as the Chinese economy slows further, it seems less and less likely that domestic
companies will be willing to invest in loss-making League 2 teams.

See CLB’s Strike Map for more details of the collective action taken by China’s professional
footballers.
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04 Phone calls with Local Wuhan’s good trade union official
Trade Unions struggles to be heard

16/07/2019
In China Labour Bulletin’s ongoing

trade union reform and accountability
program, focusing on recent strikes, we

observe local trade unions through In this case study from China Labour Bulletin’s ongoing

phone calls. In a case of Wuhan, we trade union reform and accountability program (T £ 2%
meet one of the few trade union H I E 5{Z#), we meet one of the few trade union
officials in the construction industry officials in the construction industry who is willing to

who is willing to get his hands dirty and get his hands dirty and actually help workers resolve

lly hel rkers resol he i . .
actually help workers resolve the issues the issues most important to them.

most important to them.

The Incident: On 11 December 2018, a group of 24 construction workers in the central city of Wuhan
staged a protest demanding the payment of wages in arrears amounting to 490,000 yuan. They had
been hired by a labour contractor, Xiao Chen, who had in turn signed a contract with a labour agency
to provide plumbing and electrical workers for a construction project in the city. None of the
workers hired had signed an individual employment contract with either Xiao Chen or the labour
agency. The workers ended up doing more work than stipulated in the original service contract and
demanded additional payment. However, Xiao Chen argued that he could not pay the workers
because he had not been paid himself. He then disappeared until the story came to light in the local
media. Xiao Chen and the workers went to the construction project office where local labour
inspectors mediated between Xiao Chen and the labour agency. Eventually the construction
company agreed to pay the 24 workers all the money they were owed.

The response: In January this year, China Labour Bulletin contacted the local Hongshan District Trade
Union and the local construction sector trade union to follow up on this case. None of the local trade
union officials had heard of this wage arrears case despite the fact that it had been widely reported
by the media and subsequently resolved by the local labour inspectorate. None of the workers
involved had approached the union and the labour department had not notified the union of the
case. An officer from the district union explained:

Wage arrears are the responsibility of the labour department; you have to go there for help. The
labour inspectorate is part of the labour department, they have the executive power. The trade
union does not have any executive power, we can only negotiate... Very often, when migrant
workers come to us, they can’t even provide the contact information of their employers, and so we
can’t help them. As a result, they go to the labour department for help instead.

Back in 2016, the construction sector trade union in Wuhan was praised by the Workers Daily for its
outstanding efforts in establishing a sectoral wage negotiation system in the construction industry.
The report noted that in 2011, the union had initiated collective wage negotiations in each district.
After five years, the construction sector trade union had succeeded in signing collective contracts
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and establishing a collective wage negotiation system between all employers and employees in the
construction industry across the city.

However, none of the 24 workers in the Hongshan wage arrears case had signed any kind of
employment contract, suggesting that the Workers Daily report may have been exaggerated or that
the collective contract and wage negotiation system only existed on paper.

When we interviewed the soon-to-retire chairman of the Hongshan District Construction Sector
Trade Union, Lu Dejun, who was one of those complimented by the Workers Daily report, he had no
hesitation in discussing the problems with Wuhan’ so-called collective wage negotiation system.

First, he said, the union did not really have the authority or the power to bring big construction
companies to the negotiating table, it was only the government’s construction bureau that could
force the enterprises to talk.

There is a government department in charge of the whole industry, it is quite powerful and it can
pressure the construction enterprises... if it were not for their help, we would not be able to
negotiate, the employers would just ignore us.

Asked if the collective power of trade union members and ordinary workers would be sufficient to
bring employers to the negotiating table, Chairman Lu said:

Hardly. To be honest, in China we have our own special characteristics. Despite the national union
and the central government demanding that we eliminate bureaucratic tendencies, we have to face
these characteristics, that we cannot do our job well without relying on our bureaucratic resources.
Itis just the reality.

But even with government support, the trade union still struggles to get anything done. Chairman Lu
remembered that once when he tried to bargain for a wage increase for workers, he wanted to
convince the construction companies with hard evidence, so he went to the district’s construction
sites and personally investigated the workers’ pay and conditions. Incidentally, he is one of the few
trade union officials that we are aware of who has undertaken this kind of empirical study and acted
on it.

His efforts resulted in construction workers getting an average 200 yuan increase in the minimum
wage, with an additional increase of at least ten percent every Lunar New Year. However, Chairman
Lu downplayed his own achievements. “The minimum wage is not the main problem in the
construction industry,” he said. It was not the workers' primary concern:
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In the construction industry, the negotiated minimum wage is well below the actual wage. Because
the ordinary wage has been raised, workers earned more than the statutory minimum. Construction
workers can earn at least around 300 yuan per day (while the monthly minimum wage is about 2,000
yuan). This industry is not an easy place to work. Construction workers have to endure long hours in
all kinds of weather and a lot of different work hazards.

Chairman Lu tried to raise this issue with his superiors but they insisted that collective negotiations
in the construction industry should only focus on the minimum wage. After listening to the workers
however, Chairman Lu was able to identify their three main concerns as, “wage arrears, work safety,
and getting ill without medical insurance.” These are of course the areas the trade union should be
concerned about.

Chairman Lu agreed with many of our suggestions for developing a genuine sectoral trade union but
he also stressed that, “to turn these good thoughts into reality, we have to rely on the higher
leaders.”

We were delighted to encounter such a thoughtful trade union official during our investigations but
we are concerned that he is not being listened to, let alone having his ideas implemented. We hope
that the Hubei provincial trade union can employ Chairman Lu as a consultant after his retirement
and that the Wuhan municipal union can negotiate an additional collective agreement with the city’s
construction sector enterprise association based on the three main concerns of construction
workers in the city as identified by Chairman Lu.

For more details, please refer to the original Chinese language analysis of this case and the overall
report on five cases in Hubei from the same month.

15/38



l 4 EETEWELE

TR ENES (et E 7 H

AT TR IESHE I

M, FEZ L@ 2018
FREETHNTANER T
B B —AE G, FE
EBEEHLAEHBE TSR
XV TS, BITXLES
i, BHPEISHERIRR
FILEH,

SRR A LXE
Ak TERSE9IRTES, FA]
RUMEBEINTRETEEE
F R 2009 FL ZoRFHEN
THh, SHTHRIANIR
WANEKFRERFR, FiE
MR IRIT W R RITAT
SHRA. EEFTFX—F
HARY R UE, RiZRX
AIRRFHNER A
RBEREH . BERILK
YIE LA FRRE. 2
ITHEEX. 8EFNT
EZRITNE, AERISR
HEERBEZY.

(2018 £ 12 )

16/05/2019

2015 £ 11 B, SNEPRATHBFTFPRIRGAS 18 X
W, BE T 2ERISHERRATR . ISWEN
ERARATE, —RELFEERLE BXREISVX
L. TE. RRA. BRRECNEES XD
TRESNE, BRI BUAM. M. BAX
M RN =,

ZHEFEET, BISWERRESINEIE?

HFWER I TEARNBERENZETANE? I
THEARMNIAMBRERGEREA? T2LEPXKE
TABRARKNTHMESEMEN XREIANIZTHE
BINREENHKRE TARR? SRITEHMEZH
REAMNENMRENEEHARN?

TXEIHNNFFARR. BRFRPRTESEHHN
B AELXEMNTIAKERTHENF, I2RER
MHIMRT TANBARERR? INERAR X
HEMWTRARRRETREIFHBERNES? 4
VEETZEEFRNIRETIASEIHITERERA?

AEEEREE, FEFTETNEN TASERTHBE S, EHER—AEMF, FREE
EMHRERBSTIREBRAEY TR, BEXENE, BREIZANFRRAERETIA. I
T, IRTHEARTBNRKEE@RN . BMNFE, —HH, ZWZTRIZASMIEAR,
EHTIR'GHFE, THHNEZTHERRPE, KREW T ABTRERHAFEALFNE .
A—HE, FWFSISETELNTATIA, EHSMTRXEF AN RFE R, R
S5 T2WERR. ANSCBARREEMTBRISNERE, RISWERBNZE.

B, BMNBEHLEXRISHE, BREARIE.

16/ 38


https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F%EF%BC%882018%E5%B9%B412%E6%9C%88%EF%BC%89?fbclid=IwAR0gK_SnQMk6MgGDRfJAwmA7h-hvwQD8QTv7eEGtSBOj1ez-kQiwdukEKp8
https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F%EF%BC%882018%E5%B9%B412%E6%9C%88%EF%BC%89?fbclid=IwAR0gK_SnQMk6MgGDRfJAwmA7h-hvwQD8QTv7eEGtSBOj1ez-kQiwdukEKp8

A, BAINPES TR TAEETaHEPIEER TH#IESE. 2018 F12 B, #MItE=x
56 R LAEKITIEM. s, 2019 F 1 AMIEABMTE LETIASMH. RINAKE
THRSAMEMFERE TR,

TARIT, ISHEME?

TMERTL (BIEBRILRM. 7B, Rkk. BRRE) . HENHNEERIZAST
B TEARNEFRENISERR., #aERE, ISHEE Y, ReERSERIRH
® TIERIRUR.

TREE =t (AMERBUAM. Lttt BAM) | YNSRI AS TEMIE
AR T TAMBRANERERR. FRERKRTATZHETRAMNEN UG E TARERF
B, AN, TaMEE= BEREEEIZANSTHMIEAR, EBRLE, &
MEBMBPEZHSEXONEN, BEETANMENMEER ANHL, gBRRIABIS
SV ERFERRHFRINENG, AaEM L FRISUSTHBREMNTARERSTR, X
BRI AR B TAREAR

HMIEBEREANTAZTESS, TR IR TRNE RRINfER?

o EUURMRA IR H AR H
e HEMNMETHARS

o EUURINERL F EINE
o FRJ HRTIYH

o BHPE=FRFH

i = e
EER" L MEEER = 1"
WML EN RS R B TREER AT, HETRRENLR.

RRML REBEERI.

PR, 7B, RJEK ARBPISTEARTSERR, RAKRBOMITNEISNEEE
HCSUNIAZIHANEMHAAE, ENEBHERTISERNIARETEH. SIS
HENTMEAZ BRI REH B TALEN, 2—Ritd.

BURM. FeattE. BEARM:

17/ 38


https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B-%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F-%E6%B9%96%E5%8C%97%E7%9C%81-%E7%AC%AC15%E4%B8%AA%E6%A1%88%E4%BE%8B
https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B-%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F-%E6%B9%96%E5%8C%97%E7%9C%81-%E7%AC%AC25%E4%B8%AA%E6%A1%88%E4%BE%8B
https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B-%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F-%E6%B9%96%E5%8C%97%E7%9C%81-%E7%AC%AC35%E4%B8%AA%E6%A1%88%E4%BE%8B
https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B-%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F-%E6%B9%96%E5%8C%97%E7%9C%81-%E7%AC%AC45%E4%B8%AA%E6%A1%88%E4%BE%8B
https://clb.org.hk/content/%E5%B7%A5%E4%BC%9A%E6%94%B9%E9%9D%A9%E8%A7%82%E5%AF%9F%E4%B8%8E%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B-%E7%AC%AC%E4%BA%94%E6%9C%9F-%E6%B9%96%E5%8C%97%E7%9C%81%EF%BC%88%E7%AC%AC55%E4%B8%AA%E6%A1%88%E4%BE%8B%EF%BC%89

ERTIREX ML, TUREIZTEARNSE, BAREEIIZNEHN. MISHNS
. NMERETIEARNBORT (REHSEXONEN. TAMERIBR) . BaM kB
TABR, FRBIARA, KZEBCHRIAN—R) « kM (FEAOREKIASFERT
mEAR) .

KRBT T THEARNKED, DARZAZMMNEFTHZEONEN. £TZHNR
EIER, IATRMAZTBEFAXRER, DIV ITXMALTERMNEEEZNEHZT., Tk
fir, TAMAREMNERL, H. RIFEETHREFRK.

EE—RHE, BRNTRELUXBRTVIBRSAEERBCAM. £, BAMATEEET 4
T=89815.

MEMENR

BIEERR IV TNERTE, ARKERTIES. TARARNITE.
MBI THEARN TS THERNEFRIGESS, MAFEERNEHRE RN
NEH. BEERERNENE IS RABLEIALM.

FEBT TN ITEARS IR TEERA RIE%E, MR TANA . BER5HE
FREF R TR

FEBT TN TEARDE ISWABFEHPOER, FIakET ESMELN
HAM=[E.

MILEEETIS TR EXGE, FEHTTISNITHEARKRLTHEXER, X
REESDNFZTHRAPRANAMAIL

18/38



o 'BHEEMFELNT T EAREFT.
o ISHUERFTENEXRAEENEFNZN., BEAILLE FEEEISASFERHL
RIZRNT", ERTREERTIEARBEIFIES.

HMIEBEER T MABERKRIASEESTUMEBERERFARETARM. Fit, 7
EBTARBIFROERSR, MARBFHL. HE. RTFEETE.

ESMRENE

o HEXWEERMMNMETHT AAHRIEX THN, FaIKIZHNFE,

o FRMIBRINEHT, Y TIZENAN

o FRMEIZEHRPOUAE-LENRPRRIASEWHREHRAITP,

o FRMEBIRMY T HEEINISKER M BREINISEKESR"

o EXWAURBAVIZTIKSETH MEIALKRHEBEAIAG =10 —HiE
RIE, ZHERm, ZREIH. SREERIARXOHNEIALZR. Eriiee
EFRENREE. BATRNE, BERETHRLEREDE EEAEAKTERER
Ao

XL E TS EARI

BWCHILER TR

1B CENRFRIRRT BEEISME. THREZRTL, NIZEHRARERTA
PAANZ, SHEEEENM,

ERNREFEEFEIZTEARNEFES, EISEEARIPIARF. BERZH AR IR
%ﬁo
3AEEEFEATUISNRHRUIKERATL I SRKEREETRREHNERIAN =E (—HiE
RIE, ZHERK, ZREIH)  SERAEEREN, HEHBITITIVEERH.

FRUOHIL A & BT
1 SEERTR, REEHIAIRISRELD, BIHERADE.

2ETTAESZRARNGNACRERHKF, BRTERL. BEEERNAONFHFIA, BEXITA
EARFMBNERER, BEBFRERILE,

BEUCHIEE T A

BWEHETIWHNTAMNENERIRENNK, NZE-—NEEKRIZ BRIZRAKRIA
e T AR .

19/38



The shifting patterns of transport worker
protests in China present a major
challenge to the trade union

18/11/2019

Strikes and collective protests by transport workers have long
been a feature of daily life in China’s cities but in the last five
years there has been a noticeable shift in the nature of these
protests, driven primarily by the rapid growth of app-based
transport services and the decline of traditional services such
as taxis.

China Labour Bulletin’s Strike Map has recorded nearly 1,400
transport worker protests in the five years between 2014 and
2019, accounting for about 15 percent of the total - see map
below. From this dataset, we can clearly see the changes in
the industries involved, the geographic location and the
number of participants in each protest.

A proper understanding of these trends and the underlying
issues giving rise to transport strikes is vital not only for
China’s government but also for the official trade union, the
All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), which claims it
has now made recruitment and better protection of transport
workers a major priority.

Taxi drivers were for many years at the core of transport
worker protests in China, with some major strikes involving
thousands of drivers and lasting several days. Probably the
most famous strike occurred in the southwestern metropolis
of Chongqging in 2008 when the then Municipal Party Secretary
Bo Xilai personally met with taxi driver representatives to end
a dispute that had crippled the city. In the Chongging strike, as
in just about every other dispute, driver grievances centred on
the widely-used contract system (& €2 %), under which drivers
paid a sizable deposit and monthly leasing fees (4> )L &%) for
the use of the vehicle to the taxi companies. The cab
companies could arbitrarily raise the monthly fee, while the
driver had to cover the costs of fuel, maintenance and repairs.

05 Where are
Strikes by Transport
Workers Driving to?

Strikes and collective protests
by transport workers have long
been a feature of daily life in
China’s cities but in the last five
years there has been a
noticeable shift in the nature of
these protests, driven primarily
by the rapid growth of app-
based transport services and the
decline of traditional services
such as taxis.

China Labour Bulletin’s Strike
Map has recorded nearly 1,400
transport worker protests in the
five years between 2014 and
2019, accounting for about 15
percent of the total. However,
the trade union has been
conspicuous by its absence --
local union officials have been
either incapable or unwilling to
recruit them.

The one noticeable exception to
this trend of smaller-scale
protests is the trucking industry
which employs around 30
million drivers across the
country. Drivers staged regular
mass protests in the mid-2010s
and also organized a nationwide
strike as late as June 2018.

When fees were raised or costs went up, drivers with no other channels to express their grievances

would stage strikes in protest.
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Taxi drivers had also long complained about competition from unlicensed “black” cabs but this
complaint became even louder with the entry into the market of ride-app vehicles in the mid-2010s.
Striking taxi drivers regularly went on “fishing expeditions” to catch and threaten illegally operating
drivers. However, as ride-app drivers became more regulated and started to dominate the market,
protests by taxi drivers began to decline from a peak of about 70 percent in 2015 to just 25 percent
of the total so far this year.

The focus of many taxi driver protests nowadays is on claiming their operating rights and car
ownership from the cab companies. In April 2019, for example, hundreds of taxi drivers went on
strike in Nanxian, Hunan, when the management company forced them to upgrade their cars.
Drivers were furious at having to pay 160,000 yuan to the company for a new car that retailed at
100,000 yuan, and demanded ownership rights following the upgrade.

Like in the taxi industry, the number of protests by bus drivers and crews has also been decreasing
to the point where there was only one bus driver protest recorded this year. Bus company workers,
similar to taxi drivers, had for many years been protesting high fuel prices, competition from
unlicensed operators and incompetent local government regulators. In 2013, for example, around
100 drivers and conductors went out on strike in Guangdong, protesting low pay and excessive
working hours with no overtime. Bus company employees also demanded the end of fines and
arbitrary charges levied by management for everything from using too much fuel to replacing tyres.
Since 2017 however, bus worker protests have focused more on defensive actions related to wage
arrears and compensation following company closures and the cancellation of bus routes by local
government regulators. It is possible that the lower number of strikes this year is a sign that the
industry is now better regulated but it could also be due to a lack of coverage of protests on social
media.

While taxi and bus driver protests were declining, there was a commensurate rise in the number of
protests by food delivery and express delivery workers. There were no protests by food delivery
drivers at all until 2016 but today they account for 33 percent of all transport worker protests,
surpassing the proportion of taxi driver strikes by eight percentage points. One of the most common
causes of strikes is a sudden and arbitrary pay cut imposed by the two main food delivery
companies, Meituan and Ele.me, who are in a fierce battle for market dominance. With their income
reduced, drivers are forced to work even longer hours and more intensely in order to cover their
losses. As a result, traffic accidents are commonplace, as shown by CLB’s Work Accident Map, which
has recorded 121 accidents, with 19 deaths since the beginning of 2018.

The express delivery sector is likewise highly competitive, with many companies failing or being
forced to restructure after over-aggressive expansion plans failed to secure the market share
expected. This often leaves drivers out of a job or facing severe losses. The bankruptcy of OTP
express in October, for example, resulted in some drivers’ monthly salaries plunging from around
8,000 yuan to just 2,500 yuan a month. So far this year, protests by express delivery drivers have
accounted for 25 percent of the total.
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Strikes and protests by ride-app drivers have also become a common occurrence in the last few
years and currently account for about 15 percent of all transport sector cases. Market saturation has
led to drivers’ orders falling to the point where they can no longer make a living. Malpractice is rife
in the industry with drivers feeling cheated not only the ride-app companies but by car lease
companies that promise drivers an operating permit in return for substantial administrative fees but
then fail to deliver on that promise.

There is a noticeably different geographic pattern for protests by traditional transport workers like
taxi and bus drivers and those by new industry workers like food delivery drivers. In the five years
from 2014 to 2019, taxi driver protests were concentrated in less developed cities in provinces like
Shandong, Henan, Shaanxi and Hunan. Many smaller cities in these provinces have been slow to
adapt to the changing nature of the transport sector and taxi companies with influential ties to local
governments can still maintain their monopolistic practices that exploit drivers.

Food delivery driver protests on the other hand are mostly found in more developed eastern cities in
Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Shandong and especially Shanghai. Many office workers in these cities do not have
time to leave their desks during work hours and have no option but to order takeout and this has
created a huge demand for food delivery services. It has also put tremendous pressure on food
delivery drivers to work harder and for longer hours.

In terms of protest scale, there has also been a clear drop-off in the number of participants in
individual transport strikes over the last five years. Five years ago, it was not unusual to see mass
protests by thousands of taxi drivers. Today however, the industry is much more fragmented and
informal. As such, protests tend to be more localised and short-lived, generally involving less than
100 people. See graph below showing the increase in the proportion of small-scale protests.

The one noticeable exception to this trend of smaller-scale protests is the trucking industry which
employs around 30 million drivers across the country. Drivers staged regular mass protests in the
mid-2010s and also organized a nationwide strike as late as June 2018. In this most recent protest,
the truck drivers demanded higher haulage rates from the app-based companies that now dominate
the market to compensate for higher fuel and maintenance costs as well as arbitrary fines imposed
by local traffic police.

Through the last five years of transport worker protests in China, the trade union has been
conspicuous by its absence. Transport workers have in fact been asking for union representation
since the mid-2000s but local union officials have been either incapable or unwilling to recruit them.
Many requests to set up taxi driver unions for example were rejected by local officials because they
said the drivers were contractors and not technically employees of the cab company.

There were some attempts in the 2010s to reform the taxi industry and create an enterprise system
where drivers were formal employees and therefore could form a union. But in most cases local
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union officials still only negotiated with company managers rather than the drivers themselves when
trying to set up a union. The only really successful taxi trade union that CLB is aware of was set up in
2008 in the suburban district of Changging in Jinan, the provincial capital of Shandong. The union
was democratically elected by the drivers and engaged in regular negotiations with the district
transport authorities that successfully avoided strike action for many years. However, it seems this
model was not widely replicated in other cities.

The trade union missed a golden opportunity to unionise taxi drivers in the 2000s and 2010s. It is
imperative now that it does not make the same mistake in the 2020s and fail to organise China’s
rapidly growing and essential labour force of food delivery workers, express delivery workers and
ride-app drivers. The ACFTU has recognised the need to do a better job in organizing transport
workers and ensuring that their rights are protected. Whether or not it has the ability or the political
will to do so however is an open question.

Transportation workers protests by industry
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At least 78 dead, hundreds injured in
massive chemical plant explosion

22/03/2019

At least 78 people are confirmed dead and hundreds are
injured or missing in one of the worst industrial accidents
in China in recent years. A massive explosion on 21
March flattened the Tianjiayi Chemical Co. pesticide plant
near Yancheng in Jiangsu and caused extensive damage
to neighbouring factories and the surrounding residential
area.

“There were two explosions,” one witness told Caixin,
“the first explosion was smaller, the second one massive.
The roads were full of people running for their lives,
parked cars were all damaged by the explosions.” The
fire engulfing tanks containing flammable chemicals “was
three to four storeys high,” he added.

Aftermath of the explosion near Yancheng, Jiangsu, as
seen in a drone video published by The Paper.

The focus of the rescue operation continues to be finding
missing persons and treating the wounded but containing
the damage to the air, water and soil caused by
continued chemical leaks is becoming critically
important. Residents fear it could take months, even a
year to repair the damage.

In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, Zhang
Qinyue, the general manager of Tianjiayi Chemical Co.,
who was injured in the accident, was placed in police
custody along with several other company executives.

It was revealed by local media soon after the accident
that the chemical plant had in fact been cited for 13

06 Work Accidents
that cannot be
Stopped by Safety
Inspections

At least 78 people are confirmed
dead and hundreds are injured
or missing in the massive
explosion of the Tianjiayi
Chemical Co. on 21 March — this
is one of the worst industrial
accidents in China in recent
years. However, just over a year
ago on 7 February 2018, then
State Administration of Work
Safety issued a report that
revealed 13 safety violations of
the chemical corporate.

It is not unusual for accidents to
occur in hazardous workplaces
that had either recently
“passed” inspection or had been
cited for violations but taken no
action. For example at the end
of 2019, the flooding in
Shanmushu coal mine, Sichuan
province killed five miners, but
the inspection by National Coal
Mine Safety Administration in
April this year has revealed that
its gas concentration is at the
explosion limit.

safety violations in a report issued by then State Administration of Work Safety just over a year ago
on 7 February 2018. These violations included: a lack of qualified personnel, insufficient safety
training, lack of clear safety protocols, poor quality control, poor signage, chemical tank leakages,
neglect of fire hazards. etc. Ironically, the report stressed the importance of “learning lessons” from
an earlier explosion at a chemical plant in Lianyungang, Jiangsu, that killed at least ten people on 9

December 2017.
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The lax safety standards at the plant were well known to the local authorities but they reportedly
only made superficial attempts to address the problems. A commentator for The Paper noted:

It is clear that local authorities were not blind to the risk posed by lax safety procedures in the
chemical industry. Yet their repeated attempts to emphasize the importance of safety apparently
still weren’t enough to prevent disaster. Lines were still crossed, things were still left to chance, and
— whether one blames regulators or plant managers — safety hazards were not promptly
addressed.

Local residents told reporters that the industrial park was a time bomb just waiting to go off, and
noted that there had been several incidents in the past, including an explosion soon after the park
opened in 2007 that had killed eight people. On that occasion, it was alleged that plant managers
and local government officials had sought to cover up the blast by locking up reporters or seeking to
buy them off.

Following the massive explosion at an illegal chemical storage facility in Tianjin on 12 August 2015
that killed 173 people, including 104 firefighters, the Chinese government vowed to better regulate
chemical production and storage facilities and ensure they were no longer in close proximity to
residential areas. But as this latest industrial accident illustrates, companies continue to hire
unqualified personnel to perform dangerous jobs, workers continue to risk their lives in dangerous
jobs with little or no training and minimal safety equipment, and nearby residents are still placed in
danger.

China Labour Bulletin’s Work Accident Map recorded at least two similar fatal accidents in the last
few months: on 25 December 2018 an explosion at a chemical plant in Turpan, Xinjiang, left three
workers dead and 18 injured, while 22 people were killed and 22 injured in an explosion at a
chemical plant in Zhangjiakou on 28 November. In the last four years, since March 2015, we have
recorded a total 209 explosions, predominately at industrial and manufacturing facilities, across the
whole of China.
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07 Workers' Movement
Continues When
Crackdowns do not Stop

AR T AERE
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Since the current crackdown began on
27 July last year with the mass arrests
of 30 #Jasic workers and their
supporters, CLB has recorded well more
than 2,000 collective worker protests
on our Strike Map. Moreover, the
highest concentration of these
incidents (about ten percent of the
total) has been in #Guangdong, where

most of the detained activists were
located.

It is obvious that China’s workers are
not willing to silently accept these
employer abuses and are now fighting
back in a variety of innovative ways —
both protests and online campaigns.
However, the crackdown on civil
society labour groups has effectively
neutralised many of those best placed
to help. As a result, there is an even
more pressing need for China’s official
trade union to step into the breach.

China’s workers’ movement will
continue despite crackdown on
labour activists

30/04/2019

China will mark May Day this year with around
50 labour activists in some form of detention.
China Labour Bulletin and numerous other
groups and individuals around the world have
called for the release of all activists and an end
to the ongoing crackdown on civil society
organisations supporting China’s workers. We
reiterate that call on International Workers Day.

Crucially, China’s workers are also voicing their
support for the detained activists. Most recently,
about 100 former construction workers from
Hunan signed a petition in support of three
citizen journalists in Shenzhen who had helped
them in their struggle for occupational disease
compensation.

One of the workers who signed the petition, Gu
Fuxiang, told AFP, “they’re not guilty - they have
caring hearts and because of that they face
pressure from the government.”

Activists Wei Zhili and Ke Chengbing were
arrested in February for “picking quarrels and

provoking trouble” while Yang Zhengjun, the editor-in-chief of the iLabour news site, has been in
police detention since January.

Former employees at Jasic Technology in Shenzhen have also never wavered in their support for the
students and civil society activists who rallied to their cause last year.

Despite the wide-ranging crackdown that has seen the arrest of well-known activists such as Zhang
Zhiru and Wu Guijun, China’s workers have continued to stand up for their rights and push back
against employer abuses.
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Since the current crackdown began on 27 July last year with the mass arrests of 30 Jasic workers and
their supporters, CLB has recorded well over 1,100 collective worker protests on our Strike Map.
Moreover, the highest concentration of these incidents (about ten percent of the total) has been in
Guangdong, where most of the detained activists were located.

Labour conflicts occur across the whole country and across a broad range of industries but are
overwhelmingly concentrated in China’s domestically-owned private enterprises. Many of these
enterprises have routinely violated labour law by not signing proper employment contracts, not
paying wages in full or on time, not contributing to China’s social insurance funds, and failing to
provide a safe working environment for their employees.

The construction industry, which accounts for about 41 percent of all the worker protests recorded
since 1 August 2018, is probably the worst offender in this regard, as discussed in detail in our
research report on the industry, published in January this year. Factory owners have also routinely
ignored their legal obligations when closing, selling or relocating their business. But it is employers in
the service sector who are becoming the biggest threat to workers’ interests. Jobs in the service
sector are increasingly precarious, workers are deprived of their legally-entitled benefits and often
subject to arbitrary changes in pay and working conditions. Tech tycoons like Jack Ma and Richard
Liu, meanwhile, seem to think that regulations on working hours etc. simply don’t apply to their
businesses.

It is obvious that China’s workers are not willing to silently accept these employer abuses and are
now fighting back in a variety of innovative ways. But there is a limit to what they can achieve
through protests and online campaigns. The imbalance of power in the workplace is huge, and
workers need help to redress it. However, the crackdown on civil society labour groups has
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effectively neutralised many of those best placed to help. As a result, there is an even more pressing
need for China’s official trade union to step into the breach.

Thus far, the All-China Federation of Trade Union’s reform program has been largely superficial and
self-serving. For the most part, officials have been unable or unwilling to break the shackles of their
traditional bureaucratic mindset and fully embrace a new identity as representatives of labour.

The longer trade union officials stay stuck in the past, the worse the situation will get. Workers will
be forced to adopt more extreme measures to defend their rights and interests, inviting even more
government repression.

China’s trade union officials need to get their hands dirty. They need to go to construction sites,
factories, logistics warehouses and food delivery stations across the country and recruit workers to
the union. They need to galvanise workers, and help them elect representatives who are willing and
able to take a firm stand with labour and against the exploitative and illegal practices of
management.

For too long during the four decades of economic reform in China, nearly all the power in labour
relations has been in the hands of capital. The government has tried on numerous occasions to
redress that imbalance, but administrative and legislative fixes have had little success: the abuses
and illegal practices keep reoccurring. It is time for fundamental change, and the trade union has to
be at the forefront of that change.
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One vear after nationwide strike,
China’s crane operators are still risking
their lives just to get paid

06/05/2019

A nationwide strike on May Day last year highlighted the
low pay, long working hours and dangerous working
conditions that China’s tower crane operators have to
endure on a daily basis. The strike got a lot of publicity
but their demands for higher pay and safer work were
largely ignored. One year on, little has changed.

The tower crane business got a huge boost in 2008 when
the Chinese government announced a four-trillion-yuan
stimulus package, largely for infrastructure development,
in the wake of the global financial crisis. However, fierce
competition soon ate into profit margins and many
privately-run construction firms pushed down operators’
pay and cut crane maintenance budgets. Obsolete
second-hand tower cranes were sold to less-developed
areas, leading to numerous accidents. One study
reported 130 such accidents in 2013 alone.

The same problems continue unabated today. So far this
year, CLB’s Work Accident Map has recorded ten crane
collapses, leading to 15 deaths and 12 injuries. Most of
these accidents occurred in less-developed inland
provinces where the local governments and the trade
unions seem powerless to intervene.

08 After National
Strike, the Salaries
are Still in the
Middle of Nowhere

A nationwide strike on May Day
last year highlighted the low
pay, long working hours and
dangerous working conditions
that China’s tower crane
operators have to endure on a
daily basis. The strike got a lot of
publicity but their demands for
higher pay and safer work were
largely ignored. One year on,
little has changed.

There are 78 crane collapses
recorded on Work Accident Map
in 2019 (69% of the total
number of accident in
construction industry), most of
which occurred in less-
developed inland provinces
where the local governments
and the trade unions seem
powerless to intervene.

Two workers were injured, for example, when a crane collapsed in Chongging on 16 April this year,
just two days after the local government held a meeting to emphasize the importance of

construction site safety.

A month earlier, a crane operator and a maintenance worker died after a crane collapse in the town
of Yuanjiang, Hunan, on 14 March. Initial investigations revealed that the construction and
maintenance work were actually illegal. As a result, two people were arrested and five officials
suspended. And, most recently, in the coastal city of Wenzhou, a crane operator was badly injured
and trapped in his cab after a crane collapsed in stormy weather on 24 April. No action was taken to

halt work during the storm.

33/38


https://clb.org.hk/content/one-year-after-nationwide-strike-china%E2%80%99s-crane-operators-are-still-risking-their-lives-just?fbclid=IwAR2gi9u6woQAko453dRDEYorzMZiSAhIv-8foTArMRsTqtM21Ag-GR1tuOM
https://clb.org.hk/content/one-year-after-nationwide-strike-china%E2%80%99s-crane-operators-are-still-risking-their-lives-just?fbclid=IwAR2gi9u6woQAko453dRDEYorzMZiSAhIv-8foTArMRsTqtM21Ag-GR1tuOM
https://clb.org.hk/content/one-year-after-nationwide-strike-china%E2%80%99s-crane-operators-are-still-risking-their-lives-just?fbclid=IwAR2gi9u6woQAko453dRDEYorzMZiSAhIv-8foTArMRsTqtM21Ag-GR1tuOM

CLB'’s recent report on
the construction
industry highlighted
the extreme dangers
faced by workers due
to the widespread and
criminal disregard of
health and safety
regulations in China.
&~ The report called on
China’s trade unions
to improve workplace
safety by negotiating
collective contracts
with industry federations that clearly stipulate the responsibilities of contractors and ensure that all
equipment on site is adequately maintained, workers are properly trained and have the safety
equipment they need.
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Observations and
Suggestions on
Trade Unions'
Reform
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250 phone interviews with local
Trade Unions; 71 workers’
collective actions; 12 provinces -
- 2019 is the second year CLB
has reached the offices of local
Trade Unions all around China.

The latest report on the All-
China Federation of Trade
Unions’ Reform Pilot Program is
released, in which we examine
the reform measures the union
has implemented thus far and
put up with our suggestions. The
following is the new Chinese-
language report from CLB.

24/12/2019
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| Swallowed an Iron Moon:

The enduring legacy of worker poet Xu Lizhi

30/09/2019

| swallowed an iron moon

they called it a screw

| swallowed industrial wastewater and unemployment
forms

bent over machines, our youth died young

| swallowed labour, | swallowed poverty

swallowed pedestrian bridges, swallowed this rusted-out
life

| can’t swallow any more

everything I've swallowed roils up in my throat

| spread across my country
a poem of shame

(Translated by Eleanor Goodman)

Five years ago today, in the southern city of Shenzhen, the
young worker poet Xu Lizhi took his own life.

He was just 24-years-old when he died but Xu left behind a
remarkable body of work. A New Day (#TA9—X), an
anthology published in 2015, contains about 200 poems
that chronicle not only his own frustrations and
unhappiness but those of millions of other low-paid, over-
worked and under-appreciated labourers in Shenzhen and
across China. As the writer and translator, Eleanor
Goodman notes, “His ‘poem of shame’ (I Swallowed an Iron
Moon) is not a personal one, but a public and national one.”
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10 On the Assembly
Line Jfit 7K % L

It's been five years since the young
worker poet Xu Lizhi took his own
life. Xu was just 24-years-old when
he died but he left behind a
remarkable body of work more
than 200 poems that chronicle not
only his own frustrations and
unhappiness but those of millions
of other low-paid, over-worked
and under-appreciated labourers
in Shenzhen and across China.

Instead of the “Terracotta Army
on the Assembly Line”, workers
are living individuals. To amplify
labours’ voice is always what CLB
has been doing, and in the coming
new year, more stories of workers
need our witness and attention.

2T RE TS BHX MR
E&5%F, h5—K MEES
R 24 FALESRT
200 REF, WTSHTZTE
BC I £7EMERSHEM8, 1+
BRI EENRIZ £ EE
BAERAEE,

TAMFERKE LNED
&, mE—MAEERD
&, PEZ TEMHEILEKFS
ENEFE SHLFEFZINE
BEREIR FIA . fIFA OIS
MRE=. #—F, EBEAEK,
BERMNHEXNREES LS
1=


https://clb.org.hk/content/i-swallowed-iron-moon-enduring-legacy-worker-poet-xu-lizhi?fbclid=IwAR2MmzY6VFF8DlZfYKRF_8QPZro5FB3djkzfHf9_FRZl27MZpQH2BQZZKp0
https://clb.org.hk/content/i-swallowed-iron-moon-enduring-legacy-worker-poet-xu-lizhi?fbclid=IwAR2MmzY6VFF8DlZfYKRF_8QPZro5FB3djkzfHf9_FRZl27MZpQH2BQZZKp0

What would Xu have made of Shenzhen and the lives of China’s workers today? Five years ago,
Shenzhen was at a turning point. Foxconn, where Xu worked for three years, had already opened a
massive new facility in the central city of Zhengzhou and gradually transferred most of its iPhone
production there. Many other manufacturers moved production elsewhere as well. There are still
factories in Shenzhen, of course, but the vast majority of young workers today are employed in the
broad spectrum of service industries that have emerged in the city over the last decade, everything
from food-delivery workers to the software engineers they deliver lunch to in their gleaming office
towers. The Foxconn workers who remain are being priced out of their homes as developers move in
and start to gentrify the old “handshake” apartment buildings surrounding the factory, described by
Xu in his poem Rented Room. Subway lines and new middle-class housing estates now extend all
over the city, creating a vast anonymous suburban sprawl.

Perhaps Xu Lizhi would have written about the “losers” at the Sanhe recruitment market not far
from Foxconn in Longhua district. Here young men and women look for casual work that can pay the
rent for a few days before moving on to another gig. Perhaps, he would have joined the army of
delivery drivers who jam the city streets every day, told where and when to go, when to arrive, and
how much they will get paid by the app on their phone. Perhaps he would have finally landed his
dream job of working in a bookstore, but given the cutthroat nature of the retail industry in China,
that bookstore would probably close down suddenly and without notice, leaving employees out in
the cold with no compensation and owed wages in arrears.

The nature of work in Shenzhen may have changed on the surface but the pressures of work, the
mind-numbing and body-breaking effects of work for young migrant workers, described in My Friend
Fa, have not changed very much at all. In fact, you could even argue that, over the last five years, the
situation has actually deteriorated and that the prospects of decent work and decent pay have
diminished further with the emergence of the gig economy.

That is why Xu Lizhi’s work is still relevant today. Factory work may be in decline but working and
living conditions, and the social and economic pressures on young workers trying to get ahead
remain as harsh as ever. At the time of Xu’s death, China’s Communist Party leader Xi Jinping was
already promoting the idea of the “China Dream.” Xu Lizhi knew it was a fantasy then. Today, even
the “lucky” ones employed in the hi-tech sector are tired of working 996 in pursuit of their dreams
and are demanding a fundamental shift in labour relations that will give them a greater say in their
pay and working conditions and allow them to enjoy a better work/life balance.

Xu Lizhi’s poetry is dark and cynical and gives the reader little cause for optimism. But because it
articulates so starkly the reality of working-class life in China, Xu’s poetry can perhaps act as an
agent for change. For some, it may reconfirm a sense of hopelessness, for others however, it may
just galvanise them into action.
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