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The GoodElectronics  
Network

The GoodElectronics Network advocates 
for a global electronics industry that upholds 
the highest international standards for human 
rights and sustainability. Its members work to 
ensure that labour rights and environmental 

protections are respected throughout the entire 
production cycle—from mining and manufacturing 

to recycling and e-waste disposal. Founded in 
2006, the network has grown to include over 100 
organisations and individuals worldwide, including 

civil society groups, trade unions, human rights 
and environmental organisations, universities, 

academics, and researchers. This diverse 
membership brings a wide range of expertise, 
perspectives, and approaches to the network.
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Introduction
Behind the sleek exteriors of laptops and smartphones lies a hidden reality—millions 
of electronics workers endure exploitative conditions with no real recourse.

Despite producing some of the world’s most valuable technology, countless labour-
ers —many based in Asia—many based in Asia—continue to face systemic barriers to 
unionisation and collective bargaining. From aggressive anti-union tactics pioneered 
in Silicon Valley to outright bans on independent unions in China, governments and 
corporations alike have worked to suppress worker-led movements in the name of 
profit and efficiency.

Without unions, workers are left voiceless. Many earn poverty wages that barely cov-
er basic needs, while extreme working hours—often exceeding 72 hours per week—
are the norm. Hazardous chemicals are routinely handled without adequate protec-
tion, putting workers’ health at risk.

To further weaken worker power, companies increasingly rely on precarious contracts, 
allowing them to terminate employees without notice—especially those who attempt 
to organise. Women, who make up a significant share of the workforce, face additional 
challenges, including workplace harassment and a lack of childcare support.

Despite corporate social responsibility (CSR) pledges, exploitative labour practices re-
main entrenched. Without freedom of association and collective bargaining, workers 
remain trapped in cycles of insecurity, exhaustion, and abuse.

This report identifies and analyses nine major barriers that prevent workers from exer-
cising their fundamental rights. These roadblocks—ranging from aggressive employer 
tactics to restrictive government policies—systematically weaken unions, suppress 
collective bargaining, and keep workers in precarious conditions. 

By exposing these structural obstacles, this report highlights the urgent need for 
stronger legal protections, corporate accountability, and global solidarity in the fight 
for workers’ rights.

A truly sustainable electronics industry must prioritize fair wages, decent work, and 
worker-led negotiations—ensuring prosperity is shared, not hoarded at the top.
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The right to organise
Workers’ freedom of association is a core principle under international human rights 
law, acknowledged through global, regional, and national frameworks. They form part 
of ten fundamental ILO conventions that focus on core labour standards related to 
freedom of association, forced labour, child labour, discrimination, and a safe and 
healthy working environment (see box 1).

The right to organise, enshrined in the International Labour Organisation’s Freedom 
of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention (No. 87) and the 
Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention (No. 98), is a cornerstone of 
global labour rights, protecting workers’ ability to form unions and engage in collec-
tive bargaining.1 

This also includes the right to strike, which is fundamental to ensuring workers have 
meaningful influence over collective bargaining outcomes. Without the ability to with-
hold their labour, workers lack the necessary leverage to negotiate fair terms.

These rights, protected under the ILO 
conventions, apply equally to men and 
women, as mandated by the UN Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women.2 

These rights do not exist in isolation; 
they are closely related to other civil 
and political rights, including freedom 
of expression, freedom of the media, 
and universal suffrage. All these rights 
enable individuals and groups to partic-
ipate in democratic processes, advo-
cate for their interests, and hold power 
to account. When one right is restrict-
ed—such as freedom of expression or 
media freedom—it weakens the ability 
of workers to organise and advocate 
for change. Conversely, when workers 
have the right to unionise and bargain 
collectively, they contribute to broad-
er social movements that promote de-
mocracy, equality, and social justice.
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ILO Core Labour Conventions 

The ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles 
and Rights at Work encompasses five 
fundamental principles and rights, outlined in ten 
core conventions:

• �Freedom of association and the effective 
recognition of the right to collective bargaining 
(Convention No. 87 & No. 98)

• �Elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory 
labour (Convention No. 29 & No. 105)

• �Effective abolition of child labour (Convention 
No. 138 & No. 182)

• �Elimination of discrimination in respect of 
employment and occupation (Convention No. 
100 & No. 111) 

• �A safe and healthy working environment 
(Convention No.155 & No. 187)

9



Enabling rights
Freedom of association and collective bargaining are often called “enabling rights” 
because they give workers the power to organise, speak up, and protect their 
interests at work. It empowers workers to exercise and defend other fundamental 
labour rights, including the right to collective bargaining, fair wages, decent working 
conditions, and occupational safety and health. 

Unlike labour inspectors or social auditors, workers are constantly present at the 
workplace, making them the most effective guardians of labour standards.3 They 
can ensure that employment rules are not just written but enforced, shaping fairer 
workplaces and industries.4 

Freedom of association empowers workers—especially vulnerable groups such 
as women, migrants, and informal workers—to collectively challenge workplace 
discrimination, exploitation, and abuse, as seen in union-led efforts to secure maternity 
rights, equal pay, and protections against harassment. In many countries, unionised 
workplaces are more likely to comply with labour laws than non-unionised ones, as 
unions play a key role in monitoring conditions and exposing violations.

Without union support, individual workers struggle to hold management accountable. 
Active unions, therefore, play a crucial role in preventing workplace abuses—from 
sounding the alarm on overdue wages to enforcing overtime limits and averting 
avoidable disasters like factory explosions. This makes unions crucial for achieving 
lasting improvements in working conditions across global value chains.

State Duties and corporate responsibilities
For trade unions to function effectively, they must not only be allowed to exist but 
also be free to carry out their role without interference. Freedom of association and 
collective bargaining are both negative and positive rights.5 

As a negative right, the state must not obstruct workers from organising—this means 
no harassment, arrests, or violence against those who seek to form or join unions. 
However, non-interference alone is not enough. 

As a positive right, the state has an active duty to ensure workers can organise without 
fear of retaliation, violence, or job loss. This includes enforcing laws that prevent 
employers from punishing union members and ensuring the availability of dissuasive 
sanctions or remedies in cases of violations. It also requires creating institutions that 
support collective bargaining and fair conflict resolution.6 Without these safeguards, 
the right to organise remains an empty promise rather than a fundamental guarantee.

While governments play a key role, corporations also have a direct responsibility 
to respect these rights within their operations and supply chains. Workers have a 

No Union, No Voice: Nine Ways the Electronics Industry Cracks Down on Labour Rights 

10



fundamental right to organise and bargain collectively, and businesses must uphold 
these rights even if the state fails to do. This entails not only refraining from anti-union 
practices—such as surveillance, intimidation, dismissal, and blacklisting—but also 
creating an enabling environment for the exercise of trade union rights and ensuring 
good-faith engagement in collective bargaining through transparent and meaningful 
negotiations.7 

Against this backdrop, this report identifies and analyses nine key barriers that hinder 
freedom of association and collective bargaining in the electronics industry. These 
barriers, whether legal, institutional, or employer-driven, create a working environment 
where precarity, exploitation, and unsafe conditions persist. By systematically 
restricting workers’ ability to organise, they undermine fundamental principles of 
decent work and violate internationally recognised labour standards.

Except for Chapter 1, which offers a broad analysis of the industry and the structural 
conditions that enable the suppression of trade union rights, and Chapter 9, which 
explores corporate hypocrisy—where companies publicly endorse freedom of 
association while failing to uphold it—the remaining chapters adopt a country-
specific approach, each highlighting a key barrier to unionisation and collective 
bargaining.

However, these barriers are not confined to individual countries. Rather, they reflect 
systemic trends that extend across the global electronics supply chain. Workers in 
diverse regions routinely encounter multiple overlapping restrictions on their right to 
organise and bargain collectively, underscoring the deeply embedded nature of these 
challenges within the industry as a whole.

The report adopts this structure to highlight the significant role that national labour 
governance frameworks play in shaping workers’ rights. While global capital moves 
fluidly across borders and supply chains operate on a global scale, production remains 
deeply embedded in specific locations, governed by national laws, industrial relations 
systems, and enforcement mechanisms, which shape the conditions under which 
workers produce, and corporations extract, value. 

Labour is inherently tied to place. At the end of a long shift, workers return home—
whether to private residences or factory dormitories—to rest before another day on 
the job. The ability of workers to exercise their rights is therefore shaped not only by 
corporate practices but also by the legal and institutional structures that regulate 
employment relations at the national level. Beyond formal legal structures, cultural 
norms and historical patterns of worker mobilisation also shape the reality of labour 
rights in practice.

Workers seeking to form or join trade unions must often navigate a landscape of legal 
restrictions, anti-union discrimination, and structural barriers that limit their ability to 
engage in meaningful social dialogue. This emphasises that while national contexts 
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influence the specific challenges faced by workers, these barriers are not isolated 
occurrences. 

They are part of a broader, systemic pattern of labour rights violations that prioritises 
corporate profit over fundamental workers’ rights. Tackling these challenges requires 
coordinated action across multiple levels—workplace, national, and global—through 
stronger legal protections, effective enforcement, transnational solidarity, and greater 
corporate accountability for labour rights throughout supply chains.

Note on methodology
This report is informed by a multi-method research approach, incorporating qualitative 
interviews, workshop discussions, and an extensive literature review. A total of 30 
labour rights practitioners and advocates with expertise in the electronics industry 
were interviewed through virtual and in-person engagements across key locations, 
including Hong Kong, Jakarta, Batam, Manila, Hanoi, Kuala Lumpur, Brussels and 
Amsterdam. The interviewees represented international and national trade unions 
and labour rights NGOs. Participants were selected based on their expertise in 
labour rights within the electronics sector, ensuring a diverse and informed range of 
perspectives. 

In addition to primary data collection, the study draws on findings from three thematic 
workshops on freedom of association and collective bargaining, jointly organised 
by GoodElectronics and IndustriALL. These workshops, held in Hanoi (May 2023), 
Jakarta (November 2023), and Kuala Lumpur (June 2024), brought together more 
than 80 trade unionists and labour rights advocates to exchange experiences and 
analyse sector-specific and country-specific challenges.

Furthermore, the report is grounded in an extensive review of academic and grey 
literature, supplemented by case law from the International Labour Organization’s 
(ILO) Committee on Freedom of Association (CFA), which provides jurisprudential 
insights into violations of freedom of association globally. Additional sources include 
the U.S. State Department’s annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, the 
International Trade Union Confederation’s (ITUC) Global Rights Index, and regional 
risk assessments conducted by Electronics Watch.

Each country-specific chapter has been reviewed by country experts and multiple 
labour rights specialists, including academics, from the respective countries, both 
within and beyond the GoodElectronics Network, to ensure accuracy and contextual 
relevance.
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Chapter outline
 1. The global value chain as barrier to organising 
and collective bargaining
The first barrier, as outlined in Chapter 1, is the global structure of the electronics 
industry. This system, dominated by lead firms and supported by high-tech component 
suppliers and contract manufacturers, forms vast global production networks 
that shape the industry’s operations. As the chapter reveals, while the majority of 
electronics industry workers are based in Asian countries, most of the profits remain 
concentrated in US-based companies. After a mapping of the industry, the chapter 
examines how offshoring, outsourcing, and global production networks (GPNs) 
fragment manufacturing processes and create hidden workforces. These practices 
exacerbate inequality, as high-value activities concentrate profits among powerful 
corporations, while workers endure the pressures of cost-cutting. Despite these 
challenges, the chapter also identifies opportunities for worker organisation and 
solidarity across borders, illustrating how interconnected production networks can 
be harnessed to improve labour conditions.

2. United States: Silicon Valley’s  
anti-union model as a global blueprint
The United States, the birthplace of the modern electronics industry, is also where 
the industry’s aggressive anti-union strategies first took root, undermining workers’ 
rights to organise. The Silicon Valley anti-union playbook strips workers of their 
fundamental human rights to organise and present the second barrier. As high-tech 
manufacturing expanded from Silicon Valley to other parts of the world, these tactics 
became deeply ingrained in a global industrial model defined by production relocation, 
job outsourcing, worker intimidation and insecure employment practices. For a small 
group of highly skilled technicians, R&D engineers, and scientists, this model also 
deliberately sidelined unions through substitution strategies—such as offering high 
wages to elite employees or promoting mechanisms that mimic worker participation 
but remain fully under managerial control.

3. China: outlawing independent unions
Government action to outlaw independent unions constitutes a third barrier. Key 
electronics-producing nations like China or Vietnam maintain a monopoly on trade 
union rights, imposing stringent restrictions on political and civil liberties. This creates 
an environment where individuals are unable to freely associate with organisations 
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of their choosing without prior authorisation, as outlined in Article 2 of ILO C87. This 
chapter examines the state of trade unions in China, home to the largest share of 
global electronics manufacturing. The government-enforced monopoly of the All-
China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) ensures that all labour representation 
serves state interests. Independent unions are prohibited, leaving workers without 
a genuine voice. Wildcat strikes are frequently suppressed, and factory-level unions, 
controlled by management, consistently fail to represent workers’ needs. This system 
effectively silences labour grievances and perpetuates exploitative practices.

4. Malaysia: persistent state interference
A fourth barrier is the persistent state interference in the right to organise. Unlike 
countries such as China and Vietnam, where independent unions are outright 
prohibited, there is a group of nations that formally – at least to some extent - recognise 
workers’ rights to organise but fail to enforce them, rendering these rights largely 
symbolic. In such cases, workers may have the theoretical ability to organise and 
engage in collective bargaining, but without robust legal protections or effective state 
oversight, these rights remain meaningless and fall short of the standards set by ILO 
Conventions on fundamental labour rights. Malaysia provides a notable example, with 
its free trade zones hosting electronics factories since the early 1970s. For decades, 
Malaysian authorities have suppressed and obstructed the growth of trade unions. 
Multinational corporations have taken advantage of legal loopholes, while government 
inaction has left workers vulnerable to employer interference and union discrimination. 

5. The Philippines: union repression and  
state-sanctioned violence
Fear of employer retaliation and state-sanctioned anti-union violence constitutes a fifth 
barrier that discourages workers from exercising their organisational rights. Many are 
hesitant to join or support unions due to widespread discrimination, including threats 
of demotion, harassment, dismissal, blacklisting, violence, and even murder. Such 
violence creates a climate of fear that deters workers from organising or participating 
in collective bargaining. This chapter focuses on the Philippines, where union leaders 
face harassment, red-tagging as terrorists, and even extrajudicial killings. Special 
economic zones enforce a “no union, no strike” culture, prioritising corporate and state 
interests over workers’ rights. Fear of retaliation leaves many workers too intimidated 
to organise, perpetuating a climate of silence and oppression. The Nexperia Philippines 
Inc. Workers Union, one of the few bastions of union resilience in the electronics 
sector, has endured relentless anti-union assaults. These have included targeted 
layoffs, aggressive house-to-house intimidation campaigns, and systematic efforts to 
undermine its legitimacy and operation. 
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6. Mexico: fake unions substitute genuine  
worker representation
The sixth barrier to the right to organise is the proliferation of pseudo-unions or puppet 
unions—entities that mimic legitimate workers’ organisations but are structured to 
safeguard employer interests. This practice is prevalent in many production countries 
but is particularly institutionalised in Mexico, where “protection unions” prioritise the 
agendas of employers over the rights of workers. These entities frequently negotiate 
and sign collective agreements without the knowledge or consent of workers, 
effectively undermining democratic processes and eroding protections related to 
wages and working conditions. While recent labour law reforms in Mexico signal 
progress towards compliance with international standards, entrenched corruption 
continues to impede genuine and effective implementation.

7. Indonesia: how precarious work  
undermines unions
Job insecurity presents a seventh roadblock. Across many electronics-producing 
countries, millions of workers face insecure conditions, reduced protections, and limited 
opportunities to unionise. This chapter shows that labour flexibility in Indonesia has 
normalised precarious work, with temporary and outsourced employees, especially 
women, facing discrimination, low wages, and job insecurity. Legal loopholes enable 
employers to sidestep worker protections, while fear of losing contracts silences 
many workers, further undermining collective efforts. The chapter explores union 
strategies to combat precarious work, strengthen worker protections, and challenge 
exploitative employment practices. 

8. Taiwan: barriers migrant workers face 
regarding the right to organise
The eighth barrier concerns the challenges migrant workers face in exercising 
their right to organise. Across many countries, the electronics sector relies heavily 
on migrant labour, yet these workers remain acutely vulnerable. Some countries, 
Thailand for instance, exclude migrant workers from exercising the right to organise. 
Migrant workers are often subjected to exploitative recruitment practices, passport 
confiscation, and debt bondage, which highlight the precarious nature of their 
employment. Meanwhile, employers use threats of destitution and deportation to 
suppress dissent. These systemic issues frequently leave them trapped in “unfree 
labour” conditions, where exercising their right to organise becomes nearly impossible. 
Far from being an isolated occurrence, such practices are pervasive within segments 
of the electronics supply chain, highlighting a broader failure to uphold international 
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labour standards. As this chapter explores, Taiwan’s reliance on migrant workers 
creates systemic barriers to unionisation, with language barriers, debt bondage, and 
employer dependency leaving workers vulnerable. Although they have the legal right 
to organise, bureaucratic obstacles, employer interference, and restrictive policies 
make it difficult to exercise. Some, like Filipino workers at ASUS, have managed to 
form unions despite immense pressure, but such victories remain rare and precarious.

9. Brand hypocrisy: CSR and the right to organise
Finally, the ninth barrier to exercise the right organise is the role lead firms play 
in undermining labour rights, particularly freedom of association and collective 
bargaining. Dominating global value chains, these firms prioritise profit and flexibility 
over worker protections. Many electronics brands publicly endorse union rights, yet 
their supply chains remain hostile to organising. The Responsible Business Alliance 
(RBA), the industry’s leading corporate responsibility initiative, excludes unions from 
governance and relies on weak, business-funded audits that routinely overlook labour 
violations. Genuine change demands enforceable commitments, transparency, and 
direct engagement with unions.
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1. The supply chain as 
barrier to worker  
organising
Workers in the countries examined in this report—The United States, China, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Mexico, Indonesia, and Taiwan—encounter many challenges in 
exercising their rights to freedom of association and collective bargaining. The ability 
to exercise these rights is shaped by three key factors. First, the social dynamics 
within individual workplaces play a critical role. Second, national legal frameworks 
and enforcement mechanisms not only define the scope of these rights but also 
determine their practical application. Finally, these challenges must be understood 
not only within the context of specific workplaces or national jurisdictions but also 
against the backdrop of the broader global system of electronics production.

The electronics industry operates as a complex, interconnected, and transnational 
production network. This structure, driven by offshoring and outsourcing, makes it 
difficult to enforce workers’ rights, as responsibilities often stretch across multiple 
borders. While later chapters—apart from the final one—focus on specific barriers to 
freedom of association and collective bargaining in individual countries, this chapter 
provides a broader, global perspective on the industry’s operations. It is crucial to 
dispel the notion that barriers to workers exercising their right to organise and engage 
in collective bargaining stem solely from state failures to protect these rights and/or 
employers’ refusal to uphold them. While both play an important role, this chapter 
highlights the powerful influence of global forces in shaping these conditions.

We begin by examining employment patterns in the electronics sector before identifying 
the most powerful corporations and their key stakeholders. We then explore the 
emergence of global production networks (GPNs), which have fragmented manufacturing 
processes, created a “hidden workforce,” and deepened systemic inequalities. These 
networks reveal how high-value activities—such as research, design, and branding—
allow a small group of corporations to capture the majority of profits, while workers at 
the production level remain vulnerable to cost-cutting pressures and exploitation. We 
conclude the chapter by exploring opportunities for worker organising within these 
constraints, highlighting how the interconnected nature of production networks can be 
leveraged to advocate for better working conditions and stronger rights.

Most employment in Asia
The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that the electronics industry 
employed approximately 17.4 million workers globally in 2023, accounting for 3.5% of 
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the world’s manufacturing workforce.1 The majority of these workers, slightly over 78% 
or roughly 13.5 million, are based in Asia. Figure 1 shows that China leads the industry, 
employing 7.7 million workers, followed by Taiwan with 1.2 million and Vietnam with 0.9 
million.2 The United States and Japan account for both for 0.7 million workers. South 
Korea, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand each have workforces ranging from 0.5 
to 0.9 million, while Mexico and Indonesia employ between 0.3 and 0.4 million workers. 
Meanwhile, employment in Europe and the Americas in the electronics industry has steadily 
declined since 1991. On average, the number of workers in these regions decreased by 
1% per year in Europe and 1.2% per year in the Americas in the period 1991-2023.  Women 
workers accounted for 55.67% of the industry’s workforce, the ILO found.3 Regions like 
Asia and the Pacific lead with 60.27% of the workforce being women. Vietnam has the 
highest percentage of women in the electronics industry, namely 65.52%. In Europe and 
the Americas, female workers represent less half of the industrial workforce.
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Distribution of global employment in the electronics industry in 
different global subregions, and in Eastern Asia, 2023 (percentage 
of total employment in the electronics industry).

Figure 1. Source, ILO, 20244
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Mapping the industry
The Forbes Global 2000 is an annual ranking of the world’s 2000 largest and most 
powerful publicly listed companies and serves as a key reference for analysing the 
distribution of economic power. By ranking firms based on metrics like sales, profits, 
assets, and market value, it reflects the concentration of capital within industries and 
regions. The list comprises 91 firms categorized under semiconductors or electronics 
hardware and equipment, representing 14 different countries. 

The United States dominates with 37 companies, accounting for the largest share. 
Taiwan, China, and Europe follow with 13 entries each, while Japan contributes 11, and 
South Korea completes the list with 4 firms.5 These 91 firms have combined sales of 
US$2.48 trillion, combined profits of US$269.94 billion, and a combined market value 
of US$10.95 trillion. ​

While all 91 firms occupy dominant positions within the global economic hierarchy, 
some tower above the rest in terms of economic power, with the 10 largest 
companies – Apple, Samsung, TSMC, Sony, Broadcom, Intel, NVIDIA, Foxconn, Dell, 
and Qualcomm – contributing over 50% of total sales, 72% of total profits, and nearly 
62% of the combined market value. This reflects a significant market concentration in 
global electronics, driven by the consolidation of production and dominance of a small 
number of “vertical monopolists” across key segments such as semiconductors, PCs, 
mobile handsets, and TVs. 

Apple alone represents 15.42% of total sales, 37.19% of total profits, and 26.59% 
of total market value among the 91 companies analysed. Another perspective on 
Apple’s dominance emerges when compared to its primary supplier, Foxconn, which 
manufactures most of Apple’s hardware. Foxconn is economically successful—as the 
8th largest firm in the  sector—it reported a profit of $4.81 billion, equating to just 
4.79% of  Apple’s profit. 

Figure 2 shows that the 37 US-headquartered companies account for 47.4% of sales 
share, 67.1% of profit share and 72.7% of market value share.6 In summary, while Asian 
countries may lead in employment within this sector, US firms remain highly dominant, 
capturing the majority of the profits. While US firms dominate the industry in terms of 
profit capture, this does not imply full control over the sector or its value chains. On 
the contrary, they are heavily reliant on several large Asian companies that command 
critical segments of the electronics value chain—such as foundries and memory chips 
(DRAM)—which are monopolised by firms based in Taiwan and South Korea. 
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Figure 2. Source Forbes Global 2000 (2024)
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The 91 companies on Forbes Global 2000 list can roughly be divided in three broad 
categories, spread across the electronic supply chain: 

•   �Brand-name companies such as Apple, Sony, Dell, HP, Acer, Nokia, Xiaomi, Lenovo, 
and TCL in hardware (consumer) electronics.7 Most of these firms have in common 
that they prioritise innovation, design, and marketing, but often have no or little 
in-house manufacturing capacity, which they outsource to third parties.8 Their 
ability to control intangible assets—such as brands, patents, and trademarks—
empowers them to dictate terms across their production networks. For this reason 
they are often referred to as “lead firms”, who externalise productive activities 
while maintaining “a level of control … exercised through contracts and bargaining 
power”, as the World Investment Report 2011 so aptly describes it.9 However, there 
are important exceptions within this brand category, mostly from Asia, such as 
Samsung, Sony, or Canon, which still produce much of their merchandise in-house.

•   �Component manufacturers include semiconductor component producers, or 
chip brands, such as Qualcomm, Intel, NVIDIA, which form the most powerful 
segment of the tech industry. These companies drive innovation in processors, 
memory, and communication chips, which are the critical components at the heart 
of modern computers and smartphones, but also barcode scanners, dishwashers, 
toast roasters or robotic surgery tools and military weaponry.10 These components 
are embedded in thousands of products, often hidden within everyday items and 
unnoticed by their users. Some of these branded corporations are regarded as 
“platform leaders,” embedding their technologies across a broad array of products 
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to entrench dependency on their proprietary systems. Examples include NVIDIA’s 
Graphics Processing Units, which dominate AI training, and Intel’s processors, 
enabling these firms to dictate industry standards and exert monopolistic control 
over critical segments of the semiconductor industry. Additionally, there is a group 
of  less powerful firms producing components like capacitors, castings, displays, or 
camera modules embedded in electronic products.

•   �Contract manufacturers like the Taiwanese firms Foxconn and Pegatron specialise 
in mass assembly and work as contract manufacturers for a wide range of well-
known brands. In the business literature, they are often referred to as Electronics 
Manufacturing Services (EMS).11 These firms serve as counterpoints to brands and 
chip firms without manufacturing capacity, which is logically consistent since they 
specialize in the activities that brands have chosen to outsource, each playing 
specific yet complementary roles within the global value chain. However, it is 
important to note that the role of Foxconn, or other EMS firms, goes beyond that 
of operating as a “global foreman” responsible for assembling workers and putting 
them to work on behalf of the brands.12 These firms are involved in raw material 
sourcing, supply chain management, inventory control, engineering, and after-sales 
services. Additionally, many EMS companies produce their own components, such 
as printed circuit boards, connectors, and cables, driving a trend towards vertical 
re-integration since the late 1990s.13 

Global production networks 
These three broad categories illustrate the structural changes that have reshaped the 
electronics industry since the 1980s. Until that period, the sector was characterized 
by the predominance of large, vertically integrated enterprises, such as the US-based 
IBM and the Dutch multinational Philips. These companies maintained a distinct national 
identity and directly managed a significant portion of their operations, including the 
in-house development and production of components, software and microchips.  

However, in the following decades, a growing portion of these activities was gradually 
divested and outsourced to external suppliers operating primarily in Asia. This shift has 
led to the breakdown of national production systems, reorganising them on a global scale. 
In this globally integrated production network, brand-name companies like Apple and Dell 
no longer handle all aspects of production.14 Instead, they focus on designing, marketing, 
and selling their products, relying on a diverse range of component suppliers for parts. 
Final assembly, in turn, is entrusted to a small group of specialised EMS firms.15

This model allows leading firms to shift labour-intensive manufacturing to third-party 
suppliers in the global south, creating an enormous yet largely invisible workforce. As 
a result, most of the estimated 17.4 million workers in the electronics industry operate 
within a production system defined by what experts call “neo-Taylorist methods of 
control.”16 This regime is characterised by the global standardisation of work, rigid 
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hierarchical oversight, and extreme employment flexibility. It relies heavily on the mass 
recruitment of rural workers, operates largerly without trade unions, and is marked by 
a lack of basic state-provided social and economic protections.17

The scale of this outsourcing is staggering. For instance, while Apple directly employs 
around 160,000 workers, it relies on a “hidden workforce” of 1.6 to 2.3 million employed 
by companies like Foxconn, Pegatron etc.18 However, cost-saving through lower wages 
is not the sole motivation for relocating production. By outsourcing, these companies 
can also distance themselves from the regulatory scrutiny and liabilities tied to labour 
conditions and environmental standards in their home countries. A 2017 Bloomberg 
article, titled American Chipmakers Had a Toxic Problem. Then They Outsourced It,19 
reveals how, 25 years after US tech firms pledged to phase out harmful chemicals 
linked to subfertility and miscarriages, they shifted production to Asia without ensuring 
compliance, effectively exporting the problem to less regulated regions.20

The outsourcing of manufacturing processes surged in the 1990s, rapidly adopting a 
transnational dimension. By the early 2000s, the EMS sector underwent a significant 
transformation. US-based companies such as Solectron, Flextronics, and SCI, which 
once dominated the industry, were overtaken by Taiwanese competitors, including 
Foxconn, Quanta Computer, Pegatron, Wistron, and Compal Electronics—all of which 
have all secured places on the Forbes Global 2000 list. These contractors account 
for over 95% of global notebook production, up from only 27% in 1995.21 Among them, 
Foxconn stands out as the undisputed leader, ranked as the 119th largest company, 
and responsible of approximately 40% of the EMS segment. 

Profit margins pushed down in manufacturing
Despite their significant role in the electronics industry as employers of large numbers 
of workers, EMS firms remain excluded from the most lucrative segments of the global 
value chain. One indication are the razor-thin margins that contract manufacturers 
operate under, typically between 1-3 percent.22 They face intense competition and 
limited opportunities for differentiation, resulting in lower value capture.23 

Although the Forbes Global 2000 list represents data from only a single year, which 
limits broader trends or context, the profit margin comparison between EMS firms 
and branded companies on the 2024 list confirms this disparity. The average profit 
margin of EMS firms (1.8%) is significantly lower than that of the top nine tech brands 
(26.8%), underscoring the stark profit disparity between contract manufacturers and 
industry leaders, who leverage their dominant position to command premium prices 
for its products. For example, as a “vertical monopolist,” Apple maintains control over 
crucial stages of its supply chain, including the design of its A-series processors, 
its proprietary iOS operating system, and software distribution via the App Store, 
which ensures tight control over innovation and brand identity, which allows Apple to 
command higher profit margins than its suppliers.
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This imbalance in profit margins, one industry expert argues, can be explained by the 
“oversupply of EMS capacity the desire by EMS providers to secure patronage from 
leading consumer brands – both to fill their worldwide factories, as well as providing 
flagship banners to attract further business.”24 In addition, brand-named companies 
use strategies like “price masking” to hide pricing terms from third parties, enabling 
them to pressure suppliers for lower costs while protecting their own margins. Price 
masking involves negotiating directly with suppliers while withholding the agreed 
terms from intermediaries, such as EMS providers, to prevent them from leveraging 
the information for their own advantage or demanding lower prices.25

Within this fiercely competitive environment, suppressing the cost of labour power 
becomes a critical survival strategy as does the obstruction of genuine trade unions. 
While direct labour costs of the contract manufacturers represent only 2% of the final 
brands’ selling price, labour costs account for “upwards 40% of the manufacturing 
costs.”26 Hence, Harris concludes: “Since around 95% of a smart phone/tablet is 
material costs, and material suppliers are decided by the Brand Names with strictly 
controlled prices, a squeeze on manufacturing costs essentially means a squeeze 
on labour, as well as manufacturing ‘efficiency’.”27 This suggests that EMS firms may 
have a strong financial incentive to maximise their workforce’s output by imposing 
long working hours, offering low wages, and relying on precarious contracts.28 The 
figure below summarises the cost and profit margin relationship between brands and 
EMS firms. 

Figure 3. Source Harris, GoodElectronics 2014 12 -23 -24
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Smiling-curve 
One way to visualise how value is unevenly distributed across the global electronics 
industry, favouring a small group of countries—particularly the United States—is 
through the “smiling curve,” a concept introduced by Stan Shih, the Taiwanese founder 
of Acer Inc., a prominent Taiwanese brand of laptops and displays.29 The curve maps 
a product’s lifecycle—spanning research and development (R&D), design, production, 
marketing, and sales—along the horizontal axis, while the vertical axis represents 
the value capture at each stage. When plotted on a graph, this distribution forms a 
distinctive “smile,” showing that most value is captured during the conceptualisation 
phases, such as R&D and design, on the left side of the curve, and in the later (post-
production) stages of marketing and branding, reflected on the right side of the 
curve. In contrast, the dip in the middle of the curve reflects the assembly and mass 
manufacturing stages, which are associated with low profit capture.30 

In other words, this positioning on the value chain heavily favours companies from 
countries that dominate knowledge-intensive, high-tech components and consumer-
oriented brands, which use intellectual property rights, trademarks, technological 
monopolies and patent systems to consolidate their economic power, while marginalising 
the contributions of labour-intensive production processes predominantly located in 
low-wage countries. Control over these intangible assets allows lead firms to capitalize 
on low wages, reducing costs and achieving surplus profits, especially in situations 
where they face little competition in the spaces of consumption.31

Figure 4. Source: Ruiz, M. F. (2024)32  
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Development economists frequently reference the “smiling curve” to advocate 
for industrial policies that enhance a nation’s economic position through targeted 
upgrading. By examining a country’s role within the global value chain, they argue, 
policymakers can pinpoint opportunities for improvement more effectively. This strategy 
aims to assist domestic firms in moving into more profitable stages of a product’s 
lifecycle, rather than remaining confined to labour-intensive phases. South Korea and 
Taiwan are often celebrated as exemplars of such economic transformation, as they 
occupy leading positions within segments of the industry. However, these narratives 
gloss over the decades of “Bloody Taylorist” practices that were imposed on their 
workforces, which laid the groundwork for the economic success of companies 
like Samsung, LG, Foxconn and TSMC.33 They also overlook the low pay and long 
hours endured by highly skilled engineers, raising doubts about the extent of social 
upgrading in these countries.34  

Even when the significant social and environmental costs borne by South Korean and 
Taiwanese workers during their countries’ economic catch-up are set aside,35 doubts 
persist regarding the prospects for later entrants to the electronics industry. The 
experiences of countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, and the Philippines, 
as discussed in detail in later chapters, present a more complex and less optimistic 
reality. Despite decades of involvement in electronics manufacturing, these countries 
have not consistently achieved the kind of economic upgrading experienced by South 
Korea and Taiwan, whose firms were early participants in the globalisation process.

a. Race to the bottom?
Their challenges highlight the structural limitations of today’s electronics value 
chain, where the outsourcing and offshoring have fragmented production across 
borders, reinforcing dependence on imported high-tech components and diminishing 
opportunities for domestic value capture. This is further compounded by the dominance 
of large transnational EMS corporations, such as Foxconn, which exacerbates this 
marginalisation by sidelining domestic manufacturers, even in labour-intensive, low-
value segments of the “smiling curve” – resulting in a state of “thin industrialisatoin”.36 

Consequently, many countries find themselves confined to roles centred on providing 
low-cost labour power, offering substantial tax incentives, implementing business-
friendly regulations, and adopting flexible labour laws – a well-known euphemism 
for weakening workers’ rights. These nations are further tasked with maintaining 
industrial harmony, or “labour peace,” to cater to the needs of global capital, often 
by restricting or outright undermining workers’ rights to freedom of association and 
collective bargaining.

This aggressive deregulation is propelled by domestic elites and influenced by 
powerful institutions like the World Bank, alongside foreign corporations that lobby 
to ease labour protections. For example, following lobbying efforts by Apple and 
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Foxconn, the southern Indian state of Karnataka amended its labour laws in 2023, 
extending daily factory shifts from nine to 12 hours and permitting women to work 
night shifts.37 The revised law aims to facilitate round-the-clock production at facilities, 
mirroring practices in China. This underscores that regulatory regimes are far from 
static; they are actively influenced by dominant firms, which push to weaken labour 
law standards as a condition for investment in a target country, while portraying 
themselves as passive “takers of regulation.”38 

In addition to direct lobbying, companies influence governments and industries in 
more subtle ways through their investment and procurement strategies. By offering 
financial incentives or imposing penalties on labour practices they support or oppose, 
they send a clear message to governments, businesses, and workers. Efforts to 
improve working conditions at the national level must account for how such changes 
might affect capital flows into the country. Governments, heavily reliant on economic 
actors for resources like employment and tax revenues, face significant pressure to 
create conditions that enable the continued growth of capital.

Figure 5 below illustrates the monthly manufacturing wages (in US dollars) across key 
electronics producing countries in 2022. The US tops the list with an average wage of 
$4,272, followed by Singapore and South Korea. In contrast, Southeast Asian countries 
such as Vietnam and the Philippines record the lowest wages, highlighting wage 
disparities.39 The data show that while wage levels in China are less than half of those in 
Taiwan, they are double those in India. When it comes to electronics, a monthly wage of 
US$500 seems to be the threshold at which electronics contract manufacturers begin 
exploring cheaper locations, as noted by IndustriALL trade union official Kan Matsuzaki.40

Figure 5. Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO), 2023.41
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By leveraging inter-state competition, lead firms create rivalries between countries 
and their workforces, positioning them as competing production hubs  - a practice 
commonly referred to as labour arbitrage.42 This allows management to pit workers 
against an unseen, faceless workforce elsewhere, claiming these anonymous 
counterparts are more productive, less demanding, and willing to work for lower 
wages.43 Lead firms, in other words, always retain the option to exit. The mere threat 
of relocating orders or initiating an “investment strike” may be sufficient to achieve 
their objectives. In contrast, workers are typically confined to specific locations, 
resulting in a significant imbalance in power dynamics that benefits capital. However, 
as discussed below, important counter-tendencies to these dynamics also exist. 

Under the competitive pressure imposed by global capital, risks are shifted onto 
electronics industry workers. Lead firms enforce cost-cutting on EMS manufacturers, 
who pass these burdens to their workforce through insecure jobs and exploitative 
practices. As Peter Pawlicki of Electronics Watch states, “Highly fragmented work 
organisation, low wages and almost permanent overtime – which very often is the 
only income opportunity that raises monthly wages above the minimum wage level 
– are characteristic of the industry.”44 This pressure is a significant factor behind 
manufacturers’ persistent opposition to freedom of association and collective 
bargaining rights. Proposals to improve working conditions, implement a standard 
eight-hour working day, or ensure workers receive a living wage are frequently 
perceived as threats to already fragile profit margins. This leaves little room for 
negotiating improved wages and working conditions, further entrenching exploitative 
labour practices. 

The pursuit of low-cost labour remains a central feature of global electronics production, 
with lead firms leveraging inter-state competition to maximise returns and minimise 
costs. By pitting countries and their workforces against one another, these firms 
exacerbate labour arbitrage and entrench exploitative practices, leaving workers with 
limited bargaining power and often subject to precarious conditions. However, while this 
model thrives on flexibility and mobility, it is not without its constraints or counter-forces. 
As the following section explores, the structural vulnerabilities of global production 
networks, coupled with the geographic and economic “stickiness” of investments, 
offer opportunities for worker organising and collective action. Despite the challenges, 
there are instances where workers have successfully harnessed their structural power, 
disrupting supply chains and forcing concessions from powerful firms.

Not just low-cost labour! 
Recognising that lower labour costs appeal to companies due to the potential for higher 
returns on capital, it is crucial to understand that participation in global electronics 
production demands more than simply offering cheap labour, which is determined by 
a broader spectrum of cost-capability relationships. Factors such as regulations—not 
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only those related to labour but also those concerning taxes, environmental standards, 
trade, banking, and monetary policies—as well as political stability, and proximity to 
raw materials and component suppliers influence investment decisions as they could 
potentially could increase costs. 

Beyond low-cost labour, establishing large, modern factories also requires a cadre 
of highly skilled workers, such as engineers and programmers. For instance, around 
2010, an estimated 8,700 industrial engineers were needed to supervise and guide 
the 200,000 assembly-line workers manufacturing iPhones.45 Additionally, just-in-time 
production models demand access to efficient road, rail, and sea transport systems to 
ensure timely delivery from production sites to final consumer markets. Furthermore, 
the financial advantages of low wages can be eroded by external challenges, such 
as tariffs, quotas, anti-dumping measures, and trade disputes—factors outside the 
host country’s control. Collectively, these considerations shape corporate location 
strategies and emphasise that the broader socio-economic context in which labour 
power is “put to work” is ultimately decisive. 

b. Opportunities for worker organising
The shifting geography of the electronics industry reflects deeper structural 
challenges that transcend national borders. At its core, the industry’s design creates 
systemic obstacles for workers attempting to organise and defend their rights. The 
ever-present threat of relocation or investment strikes exerts immense pressure on 
governments and organised labour, often forcing concessions to capital. Yet this 
process is not without contradictions—and within these tensions lie opportunities for 
labour movements.

The relentless pursuit of profit drives companies to expand into new regions, but the 
financial benefits are often short-lived. Foxconn’s shift from China’s coastal hubs to 
inland regions in the early 2010s exemplifies this pattern. At the time, an investment 
report dismissed it as a mere “band-aid solution” to a deeper structural crisis driven 
by rising costs and worker resistance.46  Labour scholars argue that such relocations 
only defer crises rather than resolve them. Over time, workers in newly targeted 
regions push back against the same exploitative conditions, exposing the limits of 
relocation as a long-term strategy.

This dynamic highlights another crucial point: while companies relocate to avoid rising 
wages or organised labour, their substantial investments in factories, warehouses, 
worker housing, and recruitment temporarily anchor them to these regions. These 
assets risk losing value or depreciating before the company fully recoups its costs, 
effectively locking in capital for a period.
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Additionally, the entrenched nature of agglomeration economies—including the 
concentration of component suppliers, specialised expertise, and skilled labour—
creates further resistance to short-term relocation. These economic clusters are deeply 
interdependent, enabling businesses to benefit from supplier proximity, knowledge-
sharing, and access to a well-trained workforce. Disrupting these networks is not 
only logistically complex but also financially burdensome, making relocation a far less 
attractive option than it may initially appear.

This anchoring effect can, in turn, shift the balance of power in favour of workers. As 
businesses become embedded in these production hubs, workers can gain greater 
bargaining leverage, strengthening collective power and expanding opportunities for 
trade union organisation. Industries reliant on dense supplier networks and skilled 
labour pools may find themselves more constrained than they would like to admit—
offering a strategic opening for labour movements.

Moreover, the deeply intertwined structure of transnational production networks—
where firms rely on complex supply chains involving hundreds of companies—
enhances workers’ capacity to apply pressure. These networks, reliant on short 
lead times, are vulnerable to disruption at critical “choke points” in the supply chain. 
Targeted, short-term strikes can exploit this structural fragility, halting operations and 
exposing systemic vulnerabilities. A supply chain manager at Tesla summarises this 
risk aptly: “It takes 2,500 parts to build a car, but only one not to.”47  The challenge for 
organised labour and its allies lies in channelling this structural power into actionable 
strategies. This requires harnessing associational power — derived from strong unions, 
strategic alliances, and community solidarity — to complement structural advantages.

An example illustrating the transformative potential of this approach is the NXP 
campaign in the Philippines, which highlights the power of international solidarity to 
challenge corporate practices. NXP, a Dutch company, ranks 551 on the Forbes Global 
2000 list. In 2014, NXP Semiconductors fired 24 union leaders amid a contentious 
bargaining period, sparking local protests and global action. The workers, supported 
by IndustriALL and the GoodElectronics Network, leveraged their structural power 
to disrupt production at a key factory supplying Apple’s iPhone 6. Marissa Brookes, 
a scholar of transnational labour alliances, argues that the strike affected Apple’s 
confidence in NXP as a reliable supplier for the iPhone 6, which ultimately influenced 
NXP’s willingness to negotiate with the workers.48  The campaign secured significant 
victories, including reinstatements, wage increases, and worker regularisation. It is 
an example of how transnational solidarity networks offer workers an opportunity 
to broaden the scope of workplace disputes and pressure lead firms in the industry. 
In Chapter 5, we revisit the factory, now owned by Nexperia, a Chinese company 
with partial state ownership. In 2024, the factory enters a new and intense phase of 
collective bargaining and industrial struggle.

Cross-border labour organising offers a crucial means of challenging corporate power 
in the electronics industry, allowing workers and activists to confront decision-makers 
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who shape exploitative supply chains. Genuine reform requires tackling these power 
imbalances at the transnational level, where policies are set and enforced.49 

The GoodElectronics Network, with IndustriALL as a key member, targets major 
electronics brands to demand enforceable labour rights, safer workplaces, and job 
security. Since 2006, it has exposed abusive conditions, including illegal wages, 
extreme overtime, and hazardous environments in supplier factories. By pressuring 
firms to strengthen labour protections, supporting grassroots union efforts, and 
demanding transparency from corporations, the network pushes for tangible 
improvements rather than empty corporate commitments.
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2. United States: Silicon 
Valley’s anti-union  
model: a global  
blueprint
The Silicon Valley model stands as a second major barrier to the fundamental rights 
of freedom of association and collective bargaining. A select group of powerful 
corporations dominates the electronics industry, many headquartered in the United 
States and operating within the Silicon Valley framework, which is often hailed as 
a hub of innovation, entrepreneurship and risk-taking. Yet beneath this image lies a 
system built on exclusion and control. With its entrenched focus on wealth, power, 
deregulation, venture capital, and traditional masculinity— increasingly associated 
with “technofeudalism”1—the Silicon Valley model has resisted unions from the outset, 
embedding practices that systematically undermine workers’ ability to organise. 
This includes relocation and intimidation, a heavy reliance on short-term contracts, 
a deliberate preference for female and migrant workers —who are more vulnerable 
to exploitation—and the illusion of worker participation, which ultimately preserves 
managerial power while suppressing genuine representation.

US firms on top of many segments  
of tech supply chain 
The global electronics industry is largely dominated by a few dozen major corporations, 
many of which are headquartered in the US. Although factory work has largely been 
outsourced to contract manufacturers in Asia, the electronics and semiconductor 
industry remains one of the largest manufacturing sectors in the US, employing over 
700,000 workers, according to ILO estimates2—down from 2.3 million in 1993.3 

Companies like Apple, NVIDIA, Dell, Intel, Hewlett-Packard (HP), and Cisco Systems 
dominate global production networks. Among these, Apple stands out as the United 
States’ most valuable brand, whose dominance in consumer markets is driven by its 
ability to connect products with symbolic, emotional, and image-driven qualities. On 
the production side, Apple sources components from numerous suppliers, relying on 
contract manufacturers like Foxconn for mass assembly. 

In the semiconductor industry, several firms manufacture the chips that end up 
as components in computers, mobile phones, and other electronic devices. First, 
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there is a group of mostly US-headquartered companies specialising solely in chip 
design, innovation, and branding, such as Qualcomm, Broadcom, and NVIDIA. These 
companies mitigate the financial risks associated with operating in-house foundries 
by concentrating on intellectual property and chip design rather than manufacturing. 
With no internal wafer fabrication facilities, they rely entirely on external foundries—
often referred to as “fabs”—for production. This operational model has earned 
them the designation of “fabless” firms. However, it also means that these firms are 
dependent on (mostly Taiwanese) contract manufacturers like TSMC for their actual 
chip production. Outsourcing has enabled them to reduce investments in expensive 
foundries and use retained earnings to generate short-term profits, mainly through 
“share buybacks”.4 By the late 2010s, however, the growing reliance on foreign chip 
supplies was increasingly seen as a strategic vulnerability, exacerbated by narratives 
of Sinophobia, fear, and warmongering. In response, industrial policies were 
introduced to strengthen the domestic share of chip production. Central to this effort 
is the CHIPS for America Act, which allocates $52.7 billion in government subsidies 
to boost domestic manufacturing. A key focus of the initiative is the decentralisation 
of cutting-edge chip manufacturing away from its concentrated presence in Taiwan. 

Anti-union strategies
Despite its size, the electronics industry has maintained its union-free status since 
its inception in the 1950s.5 The deep-seated anti-union sentiment within Silicon 
Valley’s corporate culture is illustrated by Intel co-founder Robert Noyce, who once 
famously remarked, “Remaining non-union is essential for survival for most of our 
companies”.6 This perspective is echoed by Charles E. Sporck, hailed as one of the 
founding fathers of Silicon Valley,7 who proudly noted Fairchild’s success in “keeping 
unions out”, asserting that unionisation would undermine corporate flexibility and 
competitiveness.8 

Former union organiser David Bacon writes that the expanding electronics factories 
served as “laboratories” for developing workforce management techniques aimed 
at maintaining “a union-free environment.” These techniques were later employed to 
weaken unions in other industries, including car factories and steel mills,9 and were 
exported globally as US firms expanded overseas. Over the last 60 years US tech 
firms have employed a wide variety of policies and practices to deter workers from 
forming or joining trade unions or to evade recognising them.10 Four key strategies 
stand out in particular: relocation, intimidation, precariousness, and substitution.
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A. Relocation
One way to undermine the collective power of workers is through relocation. Although 
semiconductor manufacturing originated in the industrial northeast of the United 
States, it soon shifted southwards to regions such as Texas and Silicon Valley, with 
the latter emerging as a key hub for high-tech manufacturing. These areas offered 
a much weaker union presence, cleaner air, and closer proximity to key customers, 
who, in the early years, were predominantly arms manufacturers and the Pentagon, 
as the industry was closely tied to the Cold War’s techno-nationalism and military 
spending.11 In 1963, Fairchild Semiconductor pioneered the “global assembly line,” 
shipping pre-fabricated silicon wafers to Hong Kong for final assembly into electronic 
devices, setting a precedent for the industry’s globalised production model. These 
offshore locations, often designated as “union-free zones” with government policies 
actively discouraging independent union formation (as detailed in the chapters on 
China, Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia, Mexico and Taiwan), offered an abundant 
supply of cheap labour and minimal worker protections, making union activity rare 
or easily suppressed. This model—transporting wafers to low-wage regions for 
assembly, testing, and packaging—remains a cornerstone of the semiconductor 
industry. 

Relocation in the electronics equipment industry emerged somewhat later, gaining 
significant momentum during the 1980s and 1990s. This period marked the 
establishment of a model centred on cross-border production networks, or global 
value chains.12 As outlined earlier, US lead firms collaborate with independent “partner 
manufacturers” or EMS firms. These partners handle the procurement of parts 
and components, as well as oversee the assembly of final products. However, by 
retaining control over critical areas such as design and marketing, these multinational 
corporations maintain a firm grip on the entire manufacturing network, ensuring their 
dominance at every stage of the value chain.

However, the relocation of production processes was not just a means to cut 
operating costs and evade environmental regulations; it also became a potent 
rhetorical weapon for Silicon Valley employers, used to deter domestic workers 
from attempting to organise.13 The fear of job loss fostered a hostile environment for 
collective action, amplified by the devastating impact of actual plant closures, such as 
National Semiconductor’s mass-production wafer fabrication lines. These shutdowns 
hit communities hard, disproportionately affecting immigrant workers—particularly 
Filipinos—who lost jobs “by the thousands.”14 In some cases, factories were closed 
down solely to evade union recognition.15 For instance, in the early 1980s, Atari shut 
down its local production facilities during a unionisation campaign, opting to move 
operations abroad. Ten years later, Versatronex—an electronics manufacturer—
closed shop after workers filed for a union representation election, showing the 
lengths to which Silicon Valley’s companies will go to undermine unions.16 
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Subcontracting further complicates worker organising by fragmenting the workforce 
across multiple companies, resulting in a dispersed and disconnected labour pool. 
This creates a system whereby lead firms can operate on a global basis without 
committing to specific places, labour forces or societies. While differences among 
workers based on skills, gender, ethnicity, or position (e.g. “core” workers versus 
“peripheral” workers) have always posed challenges to achieving collective action, the 
spatial decentralisation of production intensifies these differences. It also introduces 
new issues—such as those related to distance, language, tradition, or nationality—
that complicate strategies aimed at building collective solidarity and unifying workers 
around shared concerns. In other words, outsourcing and offshoring create challenges 
for collective solidarity and weakens workers’ ability to unify around shared concerns. 
Moreover, the lack of direct employment ties to primary corporations enables lead 
firms to evade accountability for workers’ rights and conditions.

B. Intimidation and threatening workers
Despite trade unions securing contracts for janitors and construction workers 
employed by outside contractors, the production floor remained off-limits to 
unionisation.17 When workers attempted to organise during the 1970s, 1980s, and 
1990s, companies responded aggressively—and often unlawfully—through “extensive 
employee surveillance, threats, and discriminatory terminations.”18 These tactics 
fostered a climate of fear that effectively discouraged employees from participating 
in collective action.

At the time, immigrant women, largely from countries such as Mexico, Vietnam, and 
the Philippines, made up between 68 and 90 per cent of the operative labour force in 
high-tech manufacturing.19 In some of the most severe instances, immigrant workers 
have been warned that their involvement in union activities could lead to deportation, 
regardless of their legal status.20 Such fear-mongering preys on the vulnerability 
of these workers, who often contend with language barriers, economic insecurity, 
and cultural isolation. This combination effectively stifles any efforts to organise or 
advocate for better conditions.21 

This practice is not limited to Silicon Valley. Today, in countries like Thailand, Malaysia, 
Taiwan, and Hungary, where suppliers to global corporations also rely heavily on migrant 
labour, workers face systemic intimidation and exploitation. These strategies mirror those 
used in the US, perpetuating a cycle of fear and compliance that obstructs workers’ ability 
to organise and claim their fundamental labour rights (see Chapters 4 and 8).

Another form of intimidation commonly employed in the US involves the use of “industrial 
relations” consultants—professional union-busters whose primary goal is to undermine 
workers’ attempts to organise and form unions.22 Under the guise of free speech, these 
consultants are used to convey to workers that if they decide to join a trade union, 
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they will face negative consequences, which sometimes include covert threats of plant 
closure or the relocation of production. This happens during captive-audience meetings, 
typically held during work hours, where attendance is mandatory, and “workers can be 
prohibited from asking any questions or making any comments under pain of discipline, 
including discharge.”23 This deliberate form of intimidation is designed to instil a profound 
fear of managerial reprisals—whether real or perceived—ultimately deterring workers 
from exercising their fundamental right to unionise. 

C. Precarious work
Despite its idealised image of creativity and high-wage jobs, Silicon Valley’s high-tech 
sector is marked by gender, racial and age disparities. Full-time professional roles 
are predominantly occupied by white and Asian men, while women, people of colour, 
and older workers face barriers to entry and advancement. The ideal worker to be 
recruited was, as one study found, “small, foreign, and female,”24 believed to be more 
“docile” and less likely to organise. These workers were hired for low-wage, insecure, 
hazardous, and repetitive jobs with limited opportunities for advancement—a pattern 
now replicated across the global supply chain.

These strategies are not just about efficiency but are calculated moves to prevent 
solidarity, exploiting the vulnerability of contingent workers while fostering division 
within the workforce. Such tactics reflect a deliberate erosion of organised labour’s 
influence.25 Job insecurity has become entrenched in the global electronics supply 
chain, where over 50% of workers are often trapped in temporary contracts. These 
contractual arrangements condemn workers to chronic instability and deny them 
basic social protections, rendering their livelihoods precarious and their futures 
uncertain. The widespread fear of job loss acts as a significant deterrent, discouraging 
workers from exercising their right to organise. The ever-changing workforce further 
undermines attempts to build lasting and effective labour organisations. High turnover, 
driven by the prevalence of precarious work, has become a hallmark of today’s 
globalised electronics industry. As many workers view their roles as temporary, there 
is little incentive to invest time or effort in improving conditions through unionisation, 
perpetuating a cycle of instability and weak collective action. These challenges are 
explored further in Chapter 7, with a special focus on Indonesia.

D. Substitution 
A fourth corporate strategy aims to pre-empt unionisation by fostering workplace 
environments where collective representation seems unnecessary. However, these 
efforts primarily focus on a select group of “core workers”—highly paid professionals 
such as skilled scientists, R&D engineers, and marketers—while excluding routine 
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manufacturing workers, many of whom are migrants or women. Companies like 
IBM, Intel, Hewlett-Packard and Texas Instruments embody this “union substitution” 
strategy, offering competitive “above union-rate” wages, generous benefits, and 
fostering a workplace culture centred on loyalty and individual achievement.26 
Employers promoted the narrative that unions were unnecessary in an innovation-
driven industry, fostering a culture of collaboration and “family-like” relations to portray 
unions as disruptive intermediaries.27 By promoting strong corporate identities as 
modern, progressive, and non-union, these firms discourage union organising while 
avoiding outright hostility to a small fraction of their high-tech workforce. Chapter 8 
explores how Taiwan’s high-tech industry was modelled after Silicon Valley’s union-
avoidance strategies, employing teamwork, financial incentives, and personalised 
labour relations to discourage collective organising among its highly qualified 
technical, while migrant workers from countries like the Philippines and Vietnam face 
far harsher conditions.

Key to the union-avoidance approach is the creation of mechanisms that mimic 
participation, such as suggestion schemes and employee feedback systems, which 
give the impression of empowerment while maintaining managerial control.28 This 
concept of substituting trade unions with employer-dominated alternatives resurfaces 
in the promotion of “worker voice” within corporate social responsibility initiatives—a 
topic explored further in Chapter Nine.
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Apple’s retail workers
The transnational outsourcing of production has resulted in minimal labour-intensive 
manufacturing remaining in the US. However, this globalisation strategy does not eliminate 
labour issues within the country’s tech firms, nor has it rendered union struggles obsolete. 
Instead, labour-intensive challenges have shifted focus to sectors such as software 
development, warehousing, and retail, where disputes over working conditions and 
unionisation persist. For example, Apple has faced allegations of engaging in illegal union-
busting practices at its retail stores in the US, including coercing employees to attend 
anti-union meetings, often held daily, establishing a fake union, punishing union members, 
and terminating union activists. Workers reported being told that unionisation could 
lead to potential losses in benefits or changes to the existing work culture. “They got 
aggressive immediately,” said Shea Beckom, an Apple store worker in Short Hills, N.J., 
who participated in an unsuccessful union election.29 The National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB) issued a cease-and-desist order, instructing Apple to stop coercively interrogating 
employees about their union activities.30 Despite these challenges, in June 2022, Apple 
Store workers in Towson, Maryland, achieved a significant milestone by becoming the first 
unionised retail tech staff in the US.31 
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3. China: outlawing  
independent unions
The third barrier to freedom of association and collective bargaining lies in legal 
environments that restrict workers from establishing and joining organisations of their 
choice without prior approval or government interference. 

There are few nations where it is nearly impossible for companies to directly violate trade 
union rights, like in the Nordic countries – Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden 
– which have high trade union density rates, backed by strong legal protections and 
supportive policies for collective bargaining and workers’ rights.1 However, even in these 
countries, corporations may try to bypass collective bargaining through indirect methods, 
such as triangular employment arrangements. There are also only a few countries where 
trade unions are completely banned, Saudi Arabia is one example. 

The third and by far the largest group, which includes countries such as China, 
Malaysia, Mexico, the Philippines, and Vietnam, occupies a grey area regarding trade 
union rights. While there may be some legal protections on paper, enforcement is 
often lax, and oversight is weak. This also leaves the door wide open for companies 
to engage in anti-union practices with little fear of being held accountable. 

Belarus may not be a major player in electronics manufacturing, but it offers a recent 
example of state repression against independent trade unions. On 18 July 2022, the 
Supreme Court dissolved the Belarusian Congress of Democratic Trade Unions on 
questionable charges, leading to the liquidation of its four affiliates. Among them 
was the Union of Radio and Electrical Workers, which was linked to IndustriALL 
Global Union. Branded as extremist organisations, their closure left workers without 
independent representation, forcing them into the state-controlled Federation of 
Trade Unions of Belarus.2

Most electronic production takes place in countries that are part of this third group, 
where trade union rights are poorly protected, if not under outright attack. As we saw 
in Chapter 1, an estimated 78% of employment in electronics manufacturing takes 
place in Asia, specifically in China. 

The ILO supervisory bodies have consistently emphasised the inseparable connection 
between civil liberties and trade union rights, asserting that a genuinely free and 
independent trade union movement can only flourish in an environment devoid 
of violence, coercion, and intimidation directed at its leaders and members. “The 
absence of these civil liberties,” as stated in an ILO resolution, “deprives the concept 
of trade union rights of all meaning.”3 Without such freedoms, trade unions lose their 
independence and effectiveness, becoming powerless—a reality exemplified by 
China’s state-controlled monopoly over trade unions.
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Factory of the world
Since the late 1990s, but particularly after joining the World Trade Organisation (WTO) 
in 2001—China has become a key hub for labour-intensive manufacturing, driven by 
low labour costs, lax environmental and labour regulations, and generous government 
incentives. Taiwanese contract manufacturers expanded across the Taiwan Strait, 
establishing large-scale final assembly facilities in mainland China. Initially, their 
operations were concentrated in coastal hubs like the Pearl River Delta and the 
Yangtze River Delta, leveraging these regions’ robust infrastructure and proximity to 
global shipping routes. However, since 2010, they have increasingly expanded into 
interior cities or relocated to countries like Vietnam and India to mitigate rising labour 
costs in coastal areas. 

While China remains a key export hub for labour-intensive final assembly, its technology 
supply chain has expanded significantly, with strong growth in hardware, components, 
and semiconductor development. Home to leading brands such as Huawei, Xiaomi, 
and Lenovo, China continues to strengthen its position in consumer electronics and 
telecom equipment. However, it still lags in critical areas, including high-end memory 
chips, advanced logic semiconductors, and wafer fabrication equipment, leaving it 
heavily dependent on foreign technology for its most sophisticated components. Its 
national policy ambitiously seeks to catch up and achieve global competitiveness in 
all areas of chip manufacturing. 

Since 2018, China’s electronics output has steadily declined due to rising wages and 
escalating geopolitical tensions that have weaponised the electronics supply chain. 
However, despite forecasts of further market share contraction, China will remain a 
crucial hub in global electronics manufacturing, accounting for approximately 25% of 
all electronics exports and over 43% of sector employment (as detailed in Chapter 
1). The industry is also of great domestic importance: in 2023, China’s exports of 
electrical machinery and electronics surpassed $1.4 trillion, comprising nearly 38% of 
its total goods exports.4 

State-enforced monopoly of trade 
union organisation 
The China Trade Union Law grants workers the right to form and join trade unions, 
yet Article 13 stipulates that any grassroots union must affiliate with the All-China 
Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU)—the only union officially sanctioned by the 
state. This restriction effectively denies workers the freedom to join unions of their 
choice, contravening Article 2 of ILO Convention 87, which upholds the right to union 
diversity. In regions such as Guangdong, workers are permitted to elect their union 
representatives and engage in shop-floor-level collective bargaining, albeit under 
the oversight of the ACFTU. However, this system is largely symbolic, as the ACFTU 
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rarely facilitates genuine collective bargaining and often fails to advocate for workers’ 
interests in disputes with management or the government.5

In 1982, China removed the right to strike from its constitution, creating legal ambiguity 
that effectively discourages the state-controlled ACFTU from supporting industrial 
action.6 Consequently, strikes initiated by workers are often deemed “wildcat” actions: 
spontaneous walkouts sparked by worker grievances and lacking official union 
backing. These unapproved strikes are a clear signal of grassroots dissatisfaction, 
often arising from pressing issues on the shop floor. Out of this discontent occasionally 
emerge labour organizations with a social movement-like character. These informal, 
proto-unions—such as those formed by disaffected factory workers—lack the 
autonomy to draft constitutions, undertake activities, or create programmes that might 
advance workers’ collective interests. Worse still, attempts to establish independent 
avenues for representation are closely monitored by the party-state, which prioritises 
social stability and can lead to severe repression, including imprisonment.7 In a case 
concerning the electronics industry, the ILO’s Committee on Freedom of Association 
asserted that peaceful union activities must be protected under ILO principles. It 
urged China to avoid actions that may intimidate union members and to uphold fair 
judicial processes. 

Workplace representation
Workers in China have the formal right to elect representatives and participate in factory-
level negotiations with management. However, this autonomy is significantly restricted by 
a required affiliation with the ACFTU, which prioritises state and enterprise interests over 
grassroots advocacy.8 In practice, many union leaders also hold senior roles as company 
managers or board members, creating a built-in conflict of interest. This setup violates 
ILO Convention No. 98, which requires unions to operate free from employer influence. 
As a result, union activities often focus on welfare initiatives, like charity events and social 
gatherings, rather than addressing pressing labour issues. Although efforts have been 
made to democratise unions through measures like direct elections and the promotion 
of collective bargaining, particularly in Guangdong, these initiatives remain limited by 
“political, structural, and institutional constraints,” as one expert observes.9 Consequently, 
collective bargaining in China is underdeveloped, characterised by weak, non-binding, 
and opaque agreements that unions often fail to share with workers.10 

A prime example is the Taiwanese firm Hon Hai Precision Industry, better known as 
Foxconn. As the world’s largest contract manufacturer and China’s leading private 
employer, Foxconn maintains a workforce of over 800,000, most of whom are based 
in China. Foxconn’s most important client is Apple, but it also takes orders from dozens 
of other leading electronics brands including Amazon, Cisco, Dell, IBM, HP, and more. 
The company exemplifies a manufacturing model driven by a strategy of “low-cost, 
suppressed labour rights competitiveness,”11 acting as the “foreman” responsible for 
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recruiting large workforces and deploying them on behalf of its branded clients in 
global supply chains.12 

Workers endure low wages and excessive overtime, and they are housed in dormitories 
next to their workplaces, which integrate their productive and reproductive spheres. 
This setup allows employers to exert extensive control over employees’ personal lives, 
subjecting them to strict schedules and rigid routines that extend beyond working 
hours. This “dormitory labour regime” enables companies to extract maximum value 
from a workforce that is often temporary, vulnerable, and largely comprised of in-
country migrants.13 Low wages and exhausting working hours create profound 
hardships, often compelling married workers to leave their children in rural areas 
under the care of grandparents or other relatives.14 In this set-up, Foxconn—not unlike 
other giant suppliers—externalises the cost of social reproduction to (rural) families.

In Chinese society, the government regulates rural-to-urban migration and permanent 
settlement through the long-established household registration system, known as 
“hukou.” Under this system, individuals who move from rural areas to cities in search of 
work face significantly restricted access to public education, healthcare, unemployment 
support, housing, and other essential social services compared to urban residents. 
Consequently, rural migrant workers are often regarded and treated as second-class 
citizens.15 For instance, Foxconn’s migrant workers in Shenzhen face mounting struggles 
to afford rent, as gentrification transforms industrial suburbs into middle-class districts, 
leaving them confined to overcrowded urban villages due to exclusion from public 
housing.16 This entrenches their marginalisation, leaving them vulnerable to exploitation 
by employers. Even children born to rural migrants in urban areas are excluded from 
subsidised public services, perpetuating a cycle of inequality.17 

With few other avenues to express their grievances, workers often voice their 
discontent by quitting their jobs, or as described, “voting with their feet.”18 This 
behaviour represents a form of “collective inaction,” where workers “seek individualised 
solutions to their predicaments.”19 Such factory hopping, however, undermines their 
collective bargaining power and, as Peter Pawlicki from Electronics Watch observes, 
makes unionisation efforts even more difficult, diminishing the chances of meaningful 
structural change.20

At Foxconn’s mega-factories, there is notoriously little space for genuinely 
representative unions. Jenny Chan and her colleagues, academics who have 
extensively studied working conditions at Foxconn, documented workers’ 
assessment of the company union as a “political ornament” intended to legitimise 
management in the eyes of external stakeholders. Chan states: “The chairwoman of 
the Foxconn union is the special assistant to the CEO, Terry Gou! How can workers 
have confidence in the company union?”21 Without a reliable whistle-blowing policy, 
employees are unlikely to report complaints. Another study found that the union’s 
leadership committee consisted of just two workers and 30 managers, clearly leaving 
management in full control.22
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Wildcat strikes 
The absence of representative unions strips workers of a fundamental voice and vital 
support in disputes with employers. However, the power of collective action extends 
beyond formal union representation. Workers often assert their agency through covert 
resistance, subterfuge, and deliberate productivity slowdowns, effectively challenging 
and renegotiating managerial authority. “Some workers exercise their agency by quitting 
immediately following payday,” Jenny Chan and Mark Selden note, “while others fight 
collectively for their economic and political rights.”23 Large groups of workers resist 
management through wildcat actions—spontaneous, unplanned protests without formal 
union involvement or approval.24 According to the China Labour Bulletin (CLB), a Hong 
Kong-based NGO monitoring labour rights and worker protests in mainland China, at 
least 33 instances of mass worker actions occurred at Foxconn factories between 2011 
and 2020, with nine of these involving over a thousand workers.25 

Other sources of unrest included excessive overtime, stringent quality control 
measures, verbal harassment by management, security abuses, unfair dismissals, and 
disputes over annual leave. While some of these protests have led to small wins, such 
as wage increases, improved dormitory conditions, or the reversal of unworkable 
production targets, experts conclude that, so far, the “combined power of the 
company, the local state, and the unions, however, has prevented breakthroughs in 
securing the right to strike, to collective bargaining, and the formation of independent 
unions that might make it possible to extend and sustain workers’ rights”.26 

Concurrently, over the last decade, China’s government has increasingly restricted 
civic space, thereby limiting the role of civil society groups that had emerged to 
support factory workers in their struggles with management.27 In Hong Kong, several 
labour rights organisations, including the Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions, 
which supported mainland China’s electronics workers, were forced to disband.28

Suicide protests
In 2010, a tragic series of suicides occurred at Foxconn, Apple’s largest supplier in China. 
Eighteen workers attempted to end their lives; 14 died, while 4 survived with severe, 
life-altering injuries.29 The victims, aged between 17 and 25, were in the prime of their 
youth, underscoring the immense pressures faced by employees at the manufacturing 
giant. Their deaths highlight the restrictive and dehumanising conditions these labourers 
endured. An anonymous worker’s blog captured the haunting reality: 

“The use of death is simply to testify that we were ever alive at all and that while 
we lived, we had only despair.”30 

The translated blog post reflects the profound sense of hopelessness that gripped 
Foxconn’s factory floors, exposing the desperation many workers felt in the face of 
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intolerable working conditions.31 While undeniably tragic, the wave of suicides among 
Foxconn employees cast a global spotlight on the severe human rights violations 
embedded within Apple’s supply chain.

This grim reality sparked a troubling trend: workers at Foxconn and other companies 
began to wield the threat of mass suicide as a means of pressuring management 
to address their grievances.32 Since 2010, CLB has recorded at least six instances 
where Foxconn workers have collectively threatened to jump from rooftops in protest, 
highlighting the lengths to which they were willing to go to be heard.33 For example, 
workers at Foxconn’s Wuhan factory resorted to drastic measures to protest their 
unbearable working conditions. One of the protesting workers explained, “Because 
we could not cope, we went on strike. It was not about the money but because we 
felt we had no options. At first, the managers said anyone who wanted to quit could 
have one month’s pay as compensation, but then they withdrew that offer. So we 
went to the roof and threatened a mass suicide.”34 After two days, the conflict was 
eventually resolved peacefully following discussions with Foxconn officials and local 
government representatives.35

As the authors of Dying for an iPhone explain, “the threat of mass suicide emerged as a 
staged performance to force managers to accept immediate negotiations.”36 These “suicide 
protests”—underscore the extreme desperation of workers, where even the pursuit of 
basic labour rights forces them to use their bodies—literally—as bargaining tools.37 

Few examples more starkly illustrate the absence of genuine worker representation and 
the lengths to which employees must go to have their voices heard. But this crisis is rooted 
in a broader system that structurally denies workers their rights. By mandating affiliation 
with the state-controlled ACFTU, the system suppresses authentic worker representation 
and limits collective action. Nevertheless, or perhaps as a direct consequence of this 
system, worker unrest is on the rise.38 In 2024 alone, CLB’s strike map recorded 109 
factory disputes in the electronics industry, exposing mounting frustration over closures, 
relocations, and wage suppression tactics, including various protests at Foxconn sites 
over wage cuts, factory relocations, and lack of compensation.39

In one case, CLB writes, workers at Qiao Feng Technology protested as machinery was 
removed from their factory without notice, fearing abrupt layoffs. The local enterprise 
union failed to intervene, and instead, workers faced retaliation, with two employees 
dismissed for “deliberately spreading rumours” at the behest of the enterprise 
union.40 It’s a clear case of a state-controlled union betraying workers—not only 
failing to protect them but sometimes worsening their plight. And when management 
handpicks union “representatives,” the outcome is hardly surprising. For unions to 
play a meaningful role, they must be democratically elected, truly representative, 
and capable of addressing worker grievances while actively engaging in collective 
negotiations. This requires a legal framework that safeguards their independence 
from both the state and employers, ensuring genuine autonomy in their operations. All 
of which are absent in China. 
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These disputes over factory closure also highlight a fundamental failing of lead firms: their 
inability to ensure that electronics workers receive back pay and severance when factories 
shut down. These companies profit from workers’ labour under weak protection regimes 
and must not be allowed to evade accountability when suppliers withhold legally owed 
wages and compensation. Rather than turning a blind eye, they should take proactive 
steps to prevent wage theft and guarantee that workers receive the payments they are 
entitled to by law. Corporations should also comply with ILO standards on freedom of 
association and collective bargaining, ensuring that workers have the space to exercise 
these rights—even when severely constrained by Chinese law.

Samsung and the challenge of freedom of association 
in Vietnam’s electronics industry
China is well-known for its state-controlled trade union system, and Vietnam’s electronics 
industry mirrors this approach in many ways. However, Vietnam stands at a critical junc-
ture, signalling the potential for meaningful political transformation. 

Since the early 2010s, Vietnam has emerged as an appealing alternative for companies 
seeking options beyond China. Initially, its significantly lower labour costs—less than half 
of China’s—served as a major draw. Over time, the intensifying rivalry between the US and 
China has further heightened Vietnam’s attractiveness by introducing uncertainties and 
risks to investing in or sourcing from China. Coupled with its active integration into numer-
ous free trade agreements, Vietnam has solidified its place as one of the industry’s “win-
ners,” particularly in mass assembly. As of 2024, the ILO notes that Vietnam accounting for 
5.29% of global electronics manufacturing employment, ranking third after China (43.20%) 
and Taiwan (6.79%), with women making up the majority of the workforce at 65.52%.41

Amid a surge of global tech companies shifting their production to Vietnam, the South 
Korean giant Samsung stands unrivalled. Since 2008, Samsung has shifted much of its 
labour-intensive manufacturing to Vietnam. In 2019, it closed its last phone assembly unit 
in Guangdong, China, consolidating production in Vietnam.42 The corporation wields im-
mense economic influence, single-handedly accounted for roughly 7.96% of the coun-
try’s total export turnover in 2023. The company employs 150,000 workers having turned 
Vietnam into its main export platform for producing mobile phones. 

The Vietnam General Confederation of Labour (VGCL), a state-affiliated union, has his-
torically dominated worker representation. Its structure strongly echoes that of China, 
where unions tend to serve employer and state interests rather than those of workers.43 
Despite this, the VGCL has occasionally displayed flashes of independence, stepping into 
collective bargaining and standing up for workers during disputes and wildcat strikes. 
The VGCL is also working in partnership with the ILO and IndustriALL Global Unions.44
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Vietnam’s commitment to labour reform has gained momentum through its trade agree-
ments, notably the EU-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement (EVFTA). As a requirement of the 
trade agreement, Vietnam ratified key International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions, 
including Convention 98 on collective bargaining in 2019 and Convention 105 on the abolition 
of forced labour in 2020. A revised labour code introduced in 2019 also allows for indepen-
dent Worker Representative Organizations at the enterprise level—a shift from the VGCL’s 
workplace monopoly, even if they cannot operate beyond the enterprise level, engage in na-
tional-level policy discussions, or rival the VGCL’s state support.45 However, the ratification 
of ILO Convention 87—which would guarantee workers the right to establish and join trade 
unions free from state or employer interference and is a critical component of the EVFTA’s 
labour reform agenda—has been repeatedly announced yet persistently delayed.46 

As of December 2024, its implementation faces opposition from conservative factions, 
including corporations, concerned about a potential weakening of state authority.47 Bang 
Hyun Woo, a former deputy head of Samsung in Vietnam, recently voiced concerns 
about the potential consequences of permitting independent unions. In his speech, Bang 
cautioned that greater union freedom could lead to a “disorderly proliferation of unions” 
and a “deterioration of industrial relations.”48 

Although Samsung downplayed these remarks as merely reflecting Bang’s personal 
views,49 they align with a broader corporate culture that has historically been hostile to 
organised labour. This scepticism is rooted in Samsung’s well-documented history of sup-
pressing trade union rights. Samsung’s founder, Lee Byung-chul, famously declared that 
unions would be allowed only “over my dead body.”50 

Over decades, this sentiment has manifested in aggressive—and often illegal—efforts to 
prevent unions from establishing a foothold, both in South Korea and abroad.51 This includes 
a 115-page management instruction manual produced by Samsung, which explicitly outlines 
methods for identifying and suppressing union activity. The document includes guidance on 
“how to detect workers who are most likely to attempt to organise, how to monitor them and 
how to isolate and eventually thwart workers who exercise their rights to form a union”.52 
Reportedly, the manual has been used to train managers on implementing an effective “union 
free” policy across Samsung’s production sites in Asia.53 While Vietnamese unions operate 
under state control, four members of a production line at Samsung’s Bac Ninh factory faced 
dismissal after protesting against the high intensity of their work. The workers were report-
edly terminated when they refused to sign an oath pledging not to protest again.54 

This unlawful opposition culminated in 2019 when 26 Samsung Electronics executives, in-
cluding Vice President Kang Kyung-hoon, were convicted and sentenced to prison. They 
were found guilty of systematically sabotaging the establishment of trade unions within 
Samsung and its suppliers.55 These convictions reportedly put an end to Samsung’s blatant 
and unlawful interference in union activities, paving the way for the Federation of Korean 
Metalworkers’ Trade Unions to successfully establish unions within Samsung Electronics. 
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4. Malaysia: persistent 
state interference
Persistent state interference presents a fourth barrier to workers’ right to organise. 
China and Vietnam sit at one extreme, using state-backed monopolies to repress 
independent unions. But union repression is not unique to them; many other countries 
deploy measures that hinder or restrict the right to organise and bargain collectively. 
These include bureaucratic hurdles that delay or prevent union registration and 
strike actions, as well as a lack of enforcement of labour laws. Malaysia serves as a 
telling example: while laws formally acknowledge the right to organise and bargain 
collectively, administrative and legal barriers have long stripped workers—especially 
in the electronics sector—of any practical ability to exercise these rights.

Malaysia in the global assembly line
Since the 1970s, Malaysia has become a key hub for electronics manufacturing, 
particularly in Penang and southern Johor, attracting major foreign assembly firms 
such as Flex, Jabil, and Celestica, alongside leading semiconductor companies like 
Western Digital, Intel, Samsung, and Infineon. The country’s competitive edge lies in 
its focus on downstream, labour-intensive processes—such as assembly, testing, 
and packaging—which collectively account for 7% of global capacity.1 In 2022, the 
electronics industry accounted for 39.8% of Malaysia’s exports2 and employed an 
estimated 640,000 workers.3 The industry relies heavily on migrant workers from 
Indonesia, Nepal, India, and Bangladesh, who are often employed temporarily under 
exploitative conditions with minimal protection from enforcement agencies.

50-year union rights struggle in electronics
The New Economic Policy (NEP) of 1971 aimed to alleviate poverty and reform the 
economy by shifting from import substitution to export-oriented industrialisation, with a 
focus on attracting foreign direct investment (FDI). It sought to reduce poverty across 
ethnic communities and establish a Bumiputera Commercial and Industrial Community 
with at least 30% ownership of private capital.4 This was to be achieved through 
affirmative action favouring Malays and indigenous groups, alongside rapid economic 
growth, export-oriented industrialisation, tax incentives, and public sector expansion. 
It was also accompanied by labour law amendments that legitimised the shift to a 
predominantly female workforce and further restricted workers’ rights. As part of this 
strategy, Malaysia positioned itself as a key player in global electronics manufacturing.
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Malaysia emerged as a major hub for electronics manufacturing after Texas Instruments 
established its first semiconductor assembly plant in Kuala Lumpur in 1972.5 This move 
triggered an influx of US-based multinational corporations into the country, exploiting 
it as a low-cost production site. In the same year, the Penang Free Trade Zone was 
created, becoming one of the first in the world to offer foreign companies like Intel and 
Texas Instruments unprecedented operational freedom. This offshoring of production 
tasks accelerated the integration of low-cost labour into global production networks.6 
The zone’s generous tax breaks, import duty exemptions and minimal “red tape” 
transformed it into an affordable offshore hub for labour-intensive semiconductor 
assembly and testing.7

The government labelled the electronics sector as a “pioneer” industry, providing it 
with protection from unions and setting the stage for decades of anti-union measures, 
which were vigorously lobbied for by US corporations.8 These included changes to 
labour laws that imposed strict conditions on union formation and activities, while 
weakening existing unions by splitting them.9 Such laws contradict the ILO principle 
that workers should decide on the structure and composition of their representative 
organizations without interference from public authorities. In 1988, amid intense 
international pressure, Malaysia revised trade union regulations to allow the formation 
of unions. However, when US companies threatened to relocate, the regulations 
were amended to restrict unions to in-house representation. This aligned with the 
government’s “Look East” policy aimed at emulating Japan’s and South Korea’s 
economic success while maintaining managerial and political control through promoting 
harmonious relations between management and labour.10 In-house unions, however, 
are smaller, possess significantly less bargaining power, and are more susceptible to 
management influence and control. It is therefore unsurprising that enterprise unions, 
while offering a temporary compromise, failed to foster the collective strength and 
industry-wide representation necessary to protect workers’ interests effectively.11

Government inference 
Prohibiting the establishment of unions on a broader geographical scale violates Article 2 
of ILO Convention 87 by restricting workers’ right to choose their organisational structure. 
By 2009, authorities allowed industry unions to register at a regional level, leading to 
the creation of unions across northern, southern, eastern, and western regions. Unlike 
other industries in Malaysia, where unions operate freely nationwide, the government 
confines unions in the electronics sector to four isolated regions.12 This mandate infringes 
on workers’ fundamental right to form or join federations and confederations. 

This fragmentation is a result of the “union apartheid” policy, which intentionally keeps 
Malaysian unions divided. “You become a political threat if you have one union. So 
they split the union into four regions,” says Saharuddin Adnan, Industrial Relations 
Officer of the Electronics Industry Employees’ Union Western Region.13
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Meanwhile, government authorities exert extensive control over trade union activities, 
including their oversight, management, and regulation. The Director-General of Trade 
Unions (DGTU) has the power to reject union registrations, suspend branches, 
disqualify union officials, and control union finances and operations.14 Unions must 
also seek DGTU approval for international affiliations. These measures infringe on 
workers’ rights to freely form and join organisations without undue interference, as 
protected by ILO Convention No. 87.

Union busting
Government interference and legal restrictions have erected major barriers to 
exercising trade union rights at the factory floor, thus prevention  unions from achieving 
recognition by management and engaging in collective bargaining. These constraints 
are a major reason why, as of 2024, the nation had only a dozen registered in-house 
unions with a modest membership of around 12,000 workers across 20 companies—a 
strikingly low figure, representing just 2% of the approximately 600,000 workers in 
the country’s 365 electronics companies.15 The limited space that remains for worker 
organising is further undermined by the government’s failure to protect workers from 
anti-union discrimination by corporations. 

K. Suresh, former chairman of the union at Western Digital in the export zone near 
Georgetown, Penang, cautions union activists to exercise extreme caution when 
attempting to organise workplaces. The area is a hub for major electronics and 
semiconductor companies, including Bosch, Osram, ASE, Siemens, Sanmina, Jabil, 
Intel, and Western Digital. “The first step,” he explains, “is to set up a covert, unofficial 
committee at the worksite—essentially an underground network—that remains hidden 
from management. It’s crucial to establish this while avoiding any actions that might 
deter potential supporters among the workforce.”16

The necessity of operating in secrecy underscores the strong opposition from 
management towards unionisation. A climate of fear and intimidation makes workers 
hesitant to organise, as they worry about potential repercussions such as retaliation, 
reduced hours, demotions, or even dismissal. K. Suresh emphasises that the situation 
is even more precarious for tens of thousands of migrant workers in the sector, whose 
employment contracts often contain illegal clauses barring them from participating in 
or joining trade unions.17 

A 2014 employer survey revealed that 74% of respondent companies prohibited 
foreign workers from joining trade unions, violating legal regulations.18 For migrant 
workers, it is not just their job security at risk; they also face the threat of deportation, 
which could leave them burdened with crippling debts.19 This environment of fear, 
combined with misinformation and language barriers, ensures that most migrant 
workers remain isolated from the protections that union representation could offer.20
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If the initial step is successful and workers show strong support for the union, the 
next phase involves securing formal recognition from management as a collective 
bargaining partner. However, K. Suresh points out, “this process is equally challenging 
because employers often use every legal obstacle and delaying tactic available, which 
can drag the process on for years.”21 

When an employer challenges a union’s right to represent workers—a frequent 
occurrence—the case undergoes an extended verification process overseen by the 
Department of Trade Union Affairs. This process involves comprehensive assessments, 
inquiries, but often encounters administrative obstacles, causing prolonged delays 
that leave many unions in legal limbo, unable to effectively advocate for their members. 

Meanwhile, these stonewalling tactics give employers ample time to undermine 
unionisation efforts, not least because unions lack financial resources to continue 
the fights and resist this type of pressure for a long time. Many of these unionisation 
efforts collapse. 

Employers have become increasingly skilled at manipulating the voting process to 
secure outcomes in their favour. K. Suresh explains, “Management can influence the 
ballot in several ways. For instance, workers who are off on ballot day must come to 
the factory specifically to vote, while many foreign workers rely on company-provided 
transport, which is only available on workdays.”22 He continues, “We’ve encountered 
cases where production lines are deliberately shut down to reduce the number of 
workers who can vote. Those who turn up on their day off are immediately identified 
as union sympathisers.”23Some companies even go so far as to change their name 
to undermine union representation, forcing the union registration process to restart 
entirely.

With few exceptions, Malaysian authorities have left the illegal union-busting practices 
of management unpunished. This outcome sends a troubling message to other 
companies: they can engage in anti-union activities with little fear of facing meaningful 
legal repercussions. As Bruno Pereira, a senior trade unionist who established the 
first union in the industry following the lifting of the union ban in 1988, and who is 
now the General Secretary of the Electronics Industry Employees Union, Peninsular 
Malaysia, Western Region (EIEUWR), argues:

“Filing complaints with the authorities over union-busting is nearly impossible. 
We’ve been fighting against union busting for five years with Renesas 
Electronics, but we haven’t seen concrete action from the government on the 
complaint filed by us, which is criminal in its nature. The government is too afraid 
to make investors feel insecure; they always prioritise the investors’ interests. 
You can file a complaint with the ILO, but the government doesn’t care about the 
ILO. Even God cannot make them move.”24
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Pereira highlights that cases involving the ILO can take so long that they become 
“cold cases.”25 This can occur, for instance, when the company against which the 
complaint was lodged no longer exists due to a merger or bankruptcy. Lenghty legal 
procedures place an extra obstacle in the path of unions. High staff turnover makes it 
harder to sustain a majority of members, while union leaders remain at risk of employer 
discrimination if legal battles drag on. This theme recurs throughout the chapters of 
this report, with high turnover firmly entrenched as the dominant operational model 
in electronics manufacturing (see Chapter 7 for a detailed examination of Indonesia).

2024: a new era for labour rights in Malaysia? 
As of 2024, electronics workers are still denied the right to form a national union, 
undermining their ability to choose a worker organisation of their own.26 However, a 
more promising shift in labour rights appears to be on the horizon with the introduction 
of the Trade Union (Amendment) Bill. This legislation represents a significant step 
forward, as it strengthens unions by allowing cross-sector collaboration and removing 
the director-general’s power to block new union registrations.27 

Although the Bill was passed in 2023, its implementation has been delayed until 15 

September 2024. Once enacted, it should lead to greater freedom of association for 
trade unions and bring Malaysian labour law a step closer to international standards.28 
With the economic momentum driven by the global restructuring of industries—
particularly the relocation of operations from China—this creates a transformative 
window to intertwine economic growth with a meaningful worker voice and social 
upgrading.

Malaysia’s 50-year struggle for union rights in the electronics sector sharply 
underscores how economic interests have consistently overridden workers’ rights, 
erecting barriers to effective worker organisation. The country exemplifies how export-
driven governments often face pressure to weaken or ignore worker protections in 
pursuit of attracting investment. These challenges are not unique to Malaysia. Many 
countries grapple with a slow, ineffective, or biased judiciary, sometimes tainted by 
bribery and corruption. Such weak enforcement of labour laws undermines unions’ 
ability to effectively address industrial disputes and limits workers’ access to credible 
redress. 

This underscores a broader point: for freedom of association to be genuinely 
respected, the state must create an environment where workers can organise freely 
and engage in collective bargaining without fear of repression, violence, or job loss. 
Achieving this requires strict enforcement of legal sanctions against employers who 
undermine union organising, granting unions access to workplaces during anti-union 
campaigns, and protecting migrant workers from retaliation for supporting unions.29 
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Realising these goals demands comprehensive legislative, administrative, budgetary, 
and judicial reforms, alongside the establishment of institutions that promote collective 
bargaining, conflict resolution, and efficient labour administration.30 

**
The Trade Union (Amendment) Bill, due in September 2024, offers a potential turning 
point by allowing cross-sector collaboration and limiting state power over union 
registration. Nevertheless, significant barriers remain to achieving meaningful labour 
rights. Aligning Malaysia’s labour laws with international standards is essential, 
particularly through ratification of ILO Convention 87 on freedom of association, which 
remains outstanding. Equally pressing is the challenge of dismantling entrenched 
anti-union practices by multinational electronics corporations, especially US-based 
firms, which have shaped Malaysia’s union-restrictive landscape since the 1970s. 
Achieving genuine labour rights will require a dual approach: legislative reform that 
meets international standards and decisive action to hold corporations accountable 
for suppressing union activity.
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5. The Philippines: 
union repression and 
state-sanctioned  
violence 
Fear of employer retaliation and state repression presents a fifth barrier that deters 
workers from exercising their organisational rights. Many workers hesitate to join 
or support unions, or to serve as elected worker representatives, due to the risk 
of discrimination—including threats of demotion, harassment, dismissal, blacklisting, 
violence, and, in extreme cases, even murder. These tactics create a climate of 
fear that stifles unionisation and undermines workers’ ability to advocate for better 
conditions, wages, and job security. Such actions send a powerful and intimidating 
message to non-unionised workers, discouraging them from organising or supporting 
union efforts. ILO Convention 98 explicitly prohibits anti-union discrimination and 
mandates that governments protect workers’ rights and provide effective remedies. 

“The rights of workers’ and employers’ organizations 
can only be exercised in a climate that is free from 
violence, pressure or threats of any kind against the 
leaders and members of these organizations, and it 
is for governments to ensure that this principle is 
respected.”1

However, many states fall short of 
these obligations, often through weak 
enforcement, leaving workers exposed 
to violence and intimidation.2 Worse 
still, in some countries, authorities 
not only turn a blind eye to anti-union 
practices but also engage in anti-union 
practices themselves, sometimes in 
collusion with employers. This union 
repression can take the form of legal 

barriers, biased court rulings, or even deploying state forces to break up strikes and 
intimidate labour activists. In extreme cases, state actions include arresting, detaining, 
or targeting union leaders extrajudicially, perpetuating a culture of impunity around 
labour rights abuses. The Philippines serves as a particular negative example of a 
country where union activity has been plagued by violence and repression.

The Philippines’ role in electronics production
Since the 1970s, the Philippines has emerged as a major low-cost export hub for 
electronics and semiconductor manufacturing. The country traded its import-
substitution-industrialising strategy for a labour-intensive, export-oriented model, 
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which favoured foreign investment and repressed labour rights. In response to rising 
production costs, companies from Japan, the United States, and Europe relocated or 
outsourced their operations to the Philippines, then under the authoritarian regime of 
President Ferdinand Marcos, characterised by martial law and heavy suppression of 
unions. 

These firms were drawn by the availability of cheap labour, fiscal incentives, and 
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) backed by IMF and World Bank loans aimed at 
promoting export-led industrialisation. Today, the country remains heavily focused 
on manufacturing labour-intensive, low value-added components, which are 
predominantly exported for final assembly in countries like China and Vietnam.3 In 
2023, electronics exports accounted for approximately 62.8% of the Philippines’ total 
exports.4

Women are often concentrated in lower-wage positions, while men dominate 
leadership and technical roles, reflecting deep-rooted gender disparities in the 
workplace.5 This inequality is further highlighted in SETEM’s 2024 report, “Working 
Conditions in Philippine Electronics Factories from a Gender Perspective,”  which 
exposes hazardous conditions and poor labour standards in the industry. Workers 
endure low wages, long hours, and insufficient rest, with women also shouldering 
unequal domestic burdens due to patriarchal norms.

Union-repression 
The Philippines is a signatory to ILO Convention No. 87 (Freedom of Association and 
Protection of the Right to Organise) and ILO Convention No. 98 (Right to Organise and 
Collective Bargaining), which establish the fundamental principles of workers’ rights 
to organise and engage in collective bargaining. Furthermore, the 1987 Philippine 
Constitution, crafted in the wake of the anti-dictatorship movement of 1986, explicitly 
enshrines provisions guaranteeing workers’ rights to self-organisation, collective 
bargaining, and even the right to strike. Despite the recognition of these rights, their 
consistent enforcement remains a major challenge for labour rights in the country.

The authorities promote an export-led industrialisation strategy centred on attracting 
foreign investment by highlighting the availability of a low-wage workforce and 
ensuring “industrial peace”6 —a euphemism for suppressing strikes, protests, and 
other expressions of worker dissatisfaction. This approach is epitomised by the 
unwritten “no union, no strike” policy in Philippine-based special economic zones,7 
which effectively obstructs workers’ constitutional right to organise, highlighting the 
glaring contradiction between formal legal rights and their lack of enforcement. 

These walled-in industrial zones—equipped with guards, razor wire, and gates—
operate as de facto “independent kingdoms” with little regard for Philippine labour 
laws, as described by Daisy Arago, executive director of the Center for Trade Union and 
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Human Rights.8 According to human rights organisations and trade unions, organising 
within these zones is virtually impossible, with union representatives routinely denied 
access. Attempts at unionisation are met with aggressive suppression, further 
entrenching the marginalisation of workers’ voices.9 

This systemic hostility extends to the legal requirements for union formation, which 
are fraught with risks for workers. For workers to form a union, they must first register 
with the Department of Labor, requiring support from 20% of rank-and-file employees. 
Although companies are officially barred from interfering, the process necessitates 
submitting a list of union supporters, exposing workers to potential retaliation once 
the company identifies them.10 

Employment agencies and factories sometimes openly tell job applicants during 
orientation that they do not tolerate trade unions.11 The industry body’s promotional 
materials describe the typical electronics company as “non-unionised”.12 Such 
explicit discouragement of unionisation reflects a broader pattern in the region’s 
labour practices, where workers face systemic obstacles to asserting their rights. 
For instance, in the Philippines, the illegal use of short-term contracts is widespread, 
yet workers rarely challenge these abuses in court due to the lengthy legal battles 
required, which can take 5–10 years to resolve.13

Red-tagging and criminalising unionism 
Unions in the Philippines are not just battling workplace repression; they are also 
targets of government harassment, surveillance, and “red-tagging”—a tactic that 
falsely labels union members and labour rights defenders as communist insurgents 
or terrorists.14 The National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-
ELCAC) is the agency behind this, driving the red-tagging efforts and now wielding 
unchecked power under the Anti-Terrorism Act. 

Jerome Adonis, Secretary General of the trade union Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU), 
discusses the struggles of Filipino workers under red-tagging.15 Red-tagging, according 
to Adonis, is a tactic used by the Philippine government to label labour organisers and 
activists as terrorists, which makes it very dangerous for workers to exercise their 
right to organise. In certain regions, being identified as a communist sympathiser can 
lead to fatal consequences, resulting in harassment or extrajudicial killings.16 Adonis 
continues, “The government links you to terrorist organizations...making you prone to 
arrest, trumped-up charges, and even killing.”17 He emphasises that despite KMU’s 
legal status and affiliations, government-backed harassment continues unabated.

Systematic red-tagging is supported by propaganda disseminated through social 
media, local radio, and direct actions by police and military forces, fostering a hostile 
environment that makes union activities perilous. This baseless labelling is intended to 
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undermine union leaders and intimidate their members, effectively criminalising union 
activity. Such tactics foster a climate of fear, causing workers to distance themselves 
from legitimate unions and make it increasingly difficult for unions to effectively 
advocate for workers’ rights.18

Julius Carandang, National Coordinator of the Metal Workers’ Alliance of the 
Philippines (MWAP), a national federation representing electronics workers, explains:

“Many Filipino workers are fearful when they hear the term ‘union’ because of 
years of black propaganda from management. They’re afraid that if management 
finds out they are organising, they might lose their jobs or face repercussions.”19 

The pervasive climate of psychological and physical intimidation targeting unionists is 
starkly exemplified by the 78 brutal murders of union leaders and worker activists in 
the Philippines between 2016 and 2023.20 Julius Carandang of the MWAP says, 

“Red-tagging can quickly turn into a death sentence […] we’ve seen it happen all 
too often to anyone who speaks out about the issues in the Philippines.”21

These chilling figures are not just statistics—they symbolise lives tragically cut short 
and movements forcibly silenced. Among the victims was Dandy Miguel, a 35-year-
old president of the Strength of the Union of Fuji Electric and a National Council 
member of the KMU. Miguel led a union of 400 workers at Fuji Electric, which had 
recently negotiated a collective bargaining agreement to secure wage increases and 
improved health and safety measures.22 

On March 28, 2021, Miguel was assassinated—shot eight times while wearing a T-shirt 
emblazoned with the words, “Sahod. Trabaho. Karapatan. Ipaglaban,” translating to 
“Salary. Work. Rights. Fight for them.”23 His murder followed his vocal condemnation of 
the March 7 “Bloody Sunday” killings of unarmed activists, a violent campaign spurred 
by President Duterte’s directive to target suspected communists.24

This systematic repression is underscored by the ITUC Global Rights Index, which 
ranks the Philippines among the 10 worst countries for workers’ rights. The report 
highlights how collective labor rights in the country are nearly nonexistent, with a 
government that fosters an environment of fear and persecution, effectively silencing 
the collective voice of its workers. 

International human rights organisations, including Amnesty International and the 
ILO, have consistently urged the government to stop misusing the Anti-Terrorism Act 
to suppress trade union activities. These organisations emphasise the need for the 
government to address the impunity with which its agencies operate against activists. 
The reluctance of government agencies to distinguish between lawful trade union 
activities and insurgent actions has led to a dangerous conflation of legitimate labour 
organising with anti-state activities, further threatening the rights and safety of activists.
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Despite the ILO’s High-Level Tripartite Mission in January 2023 to review the 
Philippines’ adherence to ILO convention 87, which highlighted concerns around 
labour rights violations and issued key recommendations—including the formation of 
a presidential commission on freedom of association and a stronger framework for 
labour rights protection—the government’s response has been strikingly stagnant. 

Adonis laments this unchanged reality: “honest to say, nothing, nothing, nothing 
has improved.”25 Although the ILO underscored the need to safeguard freedom of 
association, Executive Order 70—allowing police and military crackdowns on union 
activities—remains in force. Adonis further highlights that “the government has not 
presented one roadmap… to make sure freedom of associations is respected,” leaving 
workers vulnerable to intimidation and suppression.26

Nexperia Philippines 
Nexperia Philippines, situated in Cabuyao’s Light Industry Science Park I, is a 9-hectare 
semiconductor facility initially established as Philips Semiconductor Philippines in 
1981, a subsidiary of the Dutch company Philips. Originally located in southern Manila, 
it was later moved to the SEZ in Cabuyao, rebranded as NXP, and eventually sold 
to Wingtech Semiconductor Corp, operating under the name Nexperia, a privately 
owned Chinese company. 

The company focuses on the production and distribution of semiconductor 
components, including discrete devices, logic ICs, and MOSFETs, which underpin 
the essential operations of nearly every electronic product.27 The union reports that 
clients include Tesla, Bosch, Samsung, Huawei and Xiaomi. 

Founded in 1984, the Nexperia Philippines Inc. Workers Union (NPIWU) is the oldest 
labour union in the electronics industry. Despite corporate ownership changes and 
anti-union policies, it has remained a steadfast, independent voice for workers for four 
decades. 

The union represents over 1,567 members —most of whom are women—out of 1,829 
regular employees. Through collective bargaining, the union has successfully secured 
various benefits, including educational assistance and salary increases. The union 
plays a key role in the national labour movement. As of 2024, the union is under the 
female leadership of Mary Ann Castillo.

Despite its long history and active involvement in negotiating CBAs, the union still 
faces ongoing anti-union discrimination from both the company and the government. 
In 2014, when it was still a part of NXP Semiconductors, management dismissed 24 
union officials and members during negotiations. The firings were deemed retaliatory, 
as workers had demanded wage increases and the regularization of 1,500 contract 
workers. Only after intense protests by NXP workers, backed by unions, workers’ 
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organisations, and significant transnational support, were 12 of them reinstated, while 
the other 12 received a separation package.28 

History appears to be repeating itself. On April 5, 2024, Nexperia Philippines Inc. 
dismissed several employees, including union leaders, in a move that union officials 
claim violates the existing CBA and undermines ongoing negotiations for a new one.29 
In response, the union filed lawsuits challenging the layoffs and sought support from 
international organisations, arguing that the management’s actions breached the 
CBA’s provisions, which safeguard seniority and mandate a last-in, first-out policy 
during layoffs.

Following the union’s call for a strike, management conceded, and a temporary 
agreement was reached. However, negotiations have since stalled, with discussions 
at a deadlock and reports of ongoing harassment from management.

In November 2024, most workers voted to strike, but Labour Secretary Bienvenido 
Laguesma assumed jurisdiction over the dispute at Nexperia’s Cabuyao, Laguna 
plant, effectively blocking industrial action. His order forces 1,585 unionised workers 
back to work under threat of police intervention and legal action. As Nexperia does 
provide essential services, this overreach breaches international labour standards 
and undermines workers’ fundamental rights. Tensions escalated further a week 
before Christmas when four union officials, including president Mary Ann Castillo, 
were unlawfully dismissed for allegedly obstructing workplace access.

They also breach Nexperia’s own code of conduct, which upholds workers’ rights to 
freedom of association and collective bargaining. Looking ahead to the new year, the 
union plans to reinstate the notice of strike they had previously withdrawn under the 
agreement. 

As of this report’s completion, the dispute remains unresolved.

Intimidating union members
For years, NPIWU union members have faced government harassment and pressure, 
including being coerced into attending anti-union seminars designed to portray unions 
as a threat.30 

Recently, however, these anti-union tactics have escalated through direct and intrusive 
measures. Between March 2021 and 2022, the NTF-ELCAC conducted 121 house-to-
house visits targeting the NPIWU, pressuring 54 union members.31 

Agents, some in civilian clothing and others in military uniforms, claimed to be 
conducting “awareness campaigns,” but in reality, they coerced union members and 
officers into abandoning their activities by labelling the organisation as a front for the 
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Communist Party of the Philippines and its armed wing, the New People’s Army. 

This “red-tagging” has created a chilling effect, making it increasingly difficult to 
organise and sustain union activities. Executive Vice President Oliver Muya was 
subjected to intense harassment, including threats of surveillance and warnings that 
he would be placed on a watch list if he didn’t comply. He stated: 

“I fear for my family’s safety. Since their first visit, we can barely sleep. We worry 
about what our neighbours and the community think. Are we seen as criminals 
because armed police and military often visit us.”32 

They exerted intense pressure to force NPIWU’s disaffiliation from the Kilusang 
Mayo Uno (KMU), which they denounce as a communist insurgent front. This is 
despite the organisation’s lawful status as a labour union, its official registration 
with the Department of Labor and Employment, and its membership in IndustriALL 
Global Union, the international federation representing workers in the manufacturing 
industries including the electronics sector. 

This behaviour constitutes clear state interference with the union, directly violating 
workers’ rights to freely associate— rights that the Philippines is obligated to protect 
under its international commitments. One unionist expressed frustration: 

“The task force claims that its main goal is to eliminate communists and 
revolutionaries. However, instead of going after insurgents in the mountains, 
they are targeting progressive unions in the cities, accusing them of being linked 
to the […] Communist Party.”33

This strategy has instilled fear among workers, who worry not just about their safety 
but also about potential retaliation from management. 

**
The struggles of the Nexperia Workers Union highlight a broader struggle for 
fundamental workers’ rights within the country. Despite international conventions 
and constitutional protections, workers face systemic obstacles that undermine their 
ability to organise and advocate for fair treatment. By failing to enforce labour laws 
and protect trade unionists from harassment, violence, and wrongful dismissal, the 
government perpetuates a culture of fear and impunity. 
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6. Mexico: protection  
unions undermine labour 
rights
A sixth strategy for obstructing the right to organise is the creation of a pseudo-union 
or puppet-union, which mirrors the structure of a legitimate workers’ organisation 
but functions to protect employer interests. These fake unions are known by various 
names depending on the context. They are sometimes referred to as “yellow” unions, 
“sweetheart” unions, “puppet” unions, or “ghost” unions. However, they all share one 
defining characteristic: they fail to democratically represent the workforce, typically 
existing as a result of undue employer interference. 

In doing so, employers use these unions to dilute the power of genuine labour 
organisations, weakening their bargaining position and maintaining control over 
working conditions and wages. The ILO explicitly prohibits employer interference in 
workers’ organisations, as outlined in Article 2 of ILO Convention 98. 

However, this principle is frequently disregarded in many countries, with Mexico 
standing out as a striking example where employer-controlled unions have become 
deeply entrenched and institutionalised.1 Rather than simply serving as extensions 
of corporate interests, these organisations have evolved into formidable political 
and economic forces, severely limiting the emergence of genuine trade unions. 
Although the 2019 legal reforms introduced under former President López Obrador 
offer a glimmer of hope for democratising labour relations and fostering independent 
unionism, significant barriers continue to pose challenges.

Mexico’s electronics manufacturing industry
In 2023, electronics and electrical equipment accounted for 17.4% of Mexico’s exports, 
totaling $103.4 billion out of $593 billion.2 Maquiladoras are assembly plants that import 
parts and supplies duty-free into Mexico and export their production, primarily to the 
United States, with duty paid only on the value added in Mexico. These maquiladoras, 
typically operated by major foreign manufacturers such as Foxconn, Flextronics, and 
Jabil, employ a workforce of roughly 600,000 people, predominantly women.3 

The proximity to the US market, coupled with duty-free import laws and low wages, 
make Mexico an attractive location for electronics manufacturing. The country is 
also often mentioned in conversations about nearshoring semiconductor production 
or the manufacturing of sensitive products such as high-end servers. Although the 
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country is unlikely to engage in advanced front-end chip manufacturing, it is expected 
to leverage its geographical proximity to the US to specialise in the more labour-
intensive assembling, testing and packaging phase.  

Mexico’s trade liberalisation began in 1986 with its accession to the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), a process that gained momentum in 1994 with 
the enactment of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). By eliminating 
tariffs between the United States, Canada, and Mexico, NAFTA spurred a migration 
of jobs to Mexico, drawn by the country’s lower labour costs. 

Yet, these cost advantages have come under fire for their human toll, with critics 
pointing to weak labour protections and routine violations of workers’ rights.4 Although 
these practices contravene Mexican labour laws, economic necessity compels women 
to endure poor working conditions. Employers exploit this vulnerability, implementing 
paternalistic and authoritarian management structures.5 

The widespread use of protection contracts
Mexico’s ratification of ILO Conventions 87 and 98 reflects its formal commitment to 
upholding labour rights, including the right to organise and collective bargaining. However, 
the reality for many workers, particularly in the electronics sector, remains bleak. 

The widespread use of protection contracts is a significant factor in this disconnect. 
Protection contracts,6 or contratos de protección, are concluded by unauthorised or 
illegitimate parties, without the knowledge and democratic involvement of the workers 
they are meant to represent.7 They are sometimes referred to as “ghost unions” 
(sindicatos fantasmas) as workers are “represented” by leaders they neither voted 
for, met, nor know.8 They exist in legal terms, but there are no assemblies, elections, 
or any indication that the union is active. 

As a result, these so-called union “representatives” fail to uphold accountability to 
members, offering neither regular communication nor organisational transparency. In 
some instances, companies deduct union fees directly from workers’ wages without 
their consent or knowledge.9 In other cases, employers bypass workers entirely and 
instead pay the individuals behind the “ghost union” directly, without collecting any 
dues from employees.

The ILO Committee on Freedom of Association (CFA) has repeatedly urged Mexico’s 
government, employers, and unions to address protection contracts and enact 
essential reforms.10 These contracts violate Article 2 of Convention 87 by preventing 
the formation of independent unions and infringe on Article 4 of Convention 98 by 
obstructing genuine collective bargaining, with employers unilaterally controlling 
union representation.

No Union, No Voice: Nine Ways the Electronics Industry Cracks Down on Labour Rights 

79



By imposing protection contracts, businesses can repress wages and working 
conditions while creating a facade of harmonious labour relations, an approach that 
appeals to foreign investors by reducing the likelihood of strikes. 

Meanwhile, for inattentive social auditors working on behalf of big-name brands, these 
protection unions may provide a veneer of compliance for suppliers while effectively 
violating the right to organise and doing nothing to drive real improvements in labour 
standards. However, even if social audits uncovered these violations, serious doubts 
remain as to whether many well-known brands would take meaningful remedial action 
to address them (see chapters 2 and 9).

Although management’s use of fake unions is notorious among labour movements in 
many electronics-producing countries, in Mexico it has become deeply institutionalised. 
In 2021, the Mexican Ministry of Labour estimated that 85% of the country’s 139,000 
registered CBAs were protection contracts,11 with labour rights advocates estimating 
it could be as high as 90%, reflecting widespread exploitation and corruption.12 

Protection contracts are often established even before a company hires its first 
employee. In such cases, corporate lawyers register unions with which employers 
subsequently negotiate, leaving future employees with no opportunity to choose their 
own representation. 

One particularly notorious figure, Enrique Torres Ibarra, was found to have signed 
protection contracts with 466 companies, underscoring the pervasive and systemic 
nature of these fraudulent practices.13 These ghost unions exist only on paper, with 
no real presence on the shop floor—depriving workers of the ability to hold union 
officials accountable or to advocate for internal democracy.14

The prevalence of protection contracts is closely linked to Mexico’s corporatist labour 
system, which has historically favoured employer-dominated unions. The majority of 
“protection contracts” in Mexico are signed by the Confederación de Trabajadores 
de México (CTM), a union confederation with strong ties to the Partido Revolucionario 
Institucional (PRI), the country’s dominant political force for much of the 20th century 
(1929–2000) and again from 2012 to 2018. 

This system effectively granted these unions  de facto  near-exclusive authority to 
represent workers, creating administrative and legal barriers that makes the formation 
of independent unions almost impossible. 

Corruption within local authorities exacerbates this issue, allowing companies to 
perpetuate these sham agreements. Such fraudulent practices not only worsen 
working conditions but also weaken genuine organising efforts by spreading the 
perception among workers that unions are “synonymous with criminal activities.”15
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Advocating workplace justice:  
labour rights NGO CEREAL
labour rights advocates at the Centro de Reflexión y Acción Laboral (CEREAL), of the 
Center for Labor Action and Studies, in Guadalajara, Jalisco, are tackling workplace 
injustices in one of Mexico’s leading electronics manufacturing hubs. This region hosts 
contract manufacturers such as Flex, Jabil, and Foxconn, alongside lead firms like 
Samsung, LG, HP, and Intel, which have established major production facilities. 

A cornerstone of CEREAL’s mission is to train and educate workers about their 
right to organise—an effort that is particularly challenging given the pervasive 
misunderstanding and mistrust surrounding unions. As Hugo Mendoza, director of 
CEREAL, explains, “In Mexico, unions are often associated with corruption. Workers 
think, ‘Why would I want to be part of a corrupt organisation?’”16 

This stigma, rooted in the prevalence of employer-dominated puppet unions and their 
fraudulent practices, has cultivated a deep-seated skepticism towards unions. To 
combat this, Hugo Mendoza emphasises the need to inform and train workers about 
what unions should genuinely represent: a collective force advocating for their rights. 
Otherwise, the distrust will persist.  

Besides the lack of knowledge, Hugo Mendoza emphasises that fear of dismissal 
is one of the most significant obstacles to union formation in Mexico. He explained, 
“If you try to form a union, you get dismissed. And of course, workers don’t want to 
get dismissed. 17 Employers often fabricate reasons for termination, citing issues like 
tardiness or misconduct to justify their actions. Legal protections, he argues, falls 
short and typically fail to recognise employer misconduct. “There has to be legal 
protections for workers who try to form unions, or they simply won’t organise.”18 

A striking example of this unfolded at Foxconn’s Ciudad Juarez plant in Chihuahua, 
where workers, producing components for cable and satellite televisions for 
companies like Technicolor, Brocade, and Cisco, discovered a protection contract 
only after attempting to organise for better wages and working conditions.19 Despite 
claims from the company of an existing CBA, workers had neither seen their union 
representatives nor engaged in any union activities—clear signs of a “protection 
union.”20 

In 2015, when workers began advocating for their rights, Foxconn responded by 
dismissing over 100 employees and filing three legal actions against the protest’s 
leader, Carlos Octavio Serrano. These included a civil case for property damage, a 
labour case for organising a union while being an exempt supervisor, and a criminal 
case for protesting at the facility’s gates.21 

Serrano described the company’s behaviour: “They wanted me to sign a formal 
administrative letter. I asked for a lawyer, but they refused and then fired me.” Foxconn 
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later issued an internal letter dismissing the protests as a small group of unhappy 
workers.22 However, according to a female worker on social media, “Most of us are 
discontent, but we do not speak because we fear retaliation.”23 

After rejecting a 50,000-peso (approximately $2,500 USD at the time) resignation 
offer—equivalent to around 10 months’ wages for a production line worker—Serrano 
was dismissed without severance. 

The case illustrates the difficulties workers face when attempting to resist or challenge 
entrenched power structures at the workplace.  The widespread use of protection 
contracts, coupled with the fear of employer reprisals, leaves Hugo Mendoza unable 
to identify any independent unions within the electronics industry—except for 
Panasonic, which is discussed below.24

2019 legal reforms: a path to change?
Protection contracts present a façade of collective bargaining, trapping workers in a 
corrupt network controlled by employer-dominated unions that prioritise corporate 
profits over worker welfare. Mexico’s corporatist labour system has historically 
favoured the interests of capital, enforcing anti-union policies that have systematically 
eroded workers’ capacity to organise. However, this entrenched malpractice may 
now be reaching a critical turning point. 

President Enrique Peña Nieto (PRI) set the stage for a major overhaul of Mexico’s 
labour system, introducing constitutional reforms designed to strengthen independent 
unions. Domestic calls for democratisation, championed by independent unions, labour 
experts, and opposition parties, found renewed momentum under President Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador’s administration.25  

This domestic drive for reform converged with growing international pressures to 
bolster workers’ control over unions and collective bargaining.26 These pressures were 
intensified by Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign promises to combat social dumping and 
renegotiate NAFTA, pledges that resonated strongly with voters in the Rust Belt.27 

The negotiation process was further shaped by lobbying from Democrats and US 
unions, who championed stronger labour chapter provisions, higher wages, and 
freedom of association. These intersecting forces culminated in significant changes, 
including amendments to Mexico’s Federal Labour Law in 2019 and the creation of the 
United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA). Replacing NAFTA, the USMCA 
incorporated robust labour protections and took effect on 1 July 2020.28

Together, these changes signalled a turning point in Mexico’s labour landscape, setting 
the stage for dismantling the entrenched system of protection contracts and paving 
the way for genuine, democratic worker representation to take hold.29 A new Federal 
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Centre for Conciliation and Labor Registration was established aiming to oversee 
fairer labour processes.30 

One of the most impactful changes is the mandate that unions demonstrate their 
representativeness before entering into collective bargaining, preventing employers 
from imposing protection contracts without worker consent.31 

Moreover, the new law required existing CBAs to be legitimised through direct, free, 
and secret worker voting by July 31, 2023, offering the option for workers to reject 
them. In factories without union presence, CBAs were automatically terminated 
because no vote was held.  

However, despite these legal advancements, the practical implementation of the 
reforms has faced significant challenges. Hugo Mendoza identifies two key issues. 

First, he highlights that the Labour Department is severely understaffed, stating: “You 
know, in Jalisco, it’s ridiculous—there are only 60 labour inspectors to cover 360,000 
economic units, mostly small but also many big businesses. And nationwide? We’ve 
got fewer than 600 inspectors for the whole country. How are they supposed to 
oversee the verification process?”32 

Second a core element of the reform mandate was that unions would organise the 
legitimation vote, which is problematic as it gave protection unions a possibility to 
influence the voting process. 

This is particularly concerning, as Mendoza’s colleague Elias Garcia points out, 
because Labour Department officials are often absent during these votes, leaving 
the process unmonitored and vulnerable to manipulation. To a large extent, he argues, 
the legitimation process has become a mere formality, reinforcing the status quo of 
protection unions and preserving existing protection contracts rather than driving 
meaningful improvements in workers’ conditions.33 

Despite being overseen by entrenched, unrepresentative parties and influenced 
by employer pressure on workers’ voting decisions, this process still represents a 
significant step forward. Workers now have the right to vote by secret ballot on both 
initial CBAs and any subsequent revisions. This development opens the door to future 
challenges to CBAs that fail to adequately represent workers.

Hugo Mendoza cites further evidence of manipulation by examining workers’ pay slips 
in factories that have undergone legitimation votes. “You can tell because workers’ 
pay slips don’t even show union fee deductions, which suggests that employers are 
paying the unions directly.” He argues that this is a strong indicator the factory unions 
are not genuinely representative. “When workers pay fees directly, they’re more likely 
to ask important questions—like who the union is, who its leaders are, and what it’s 
doing on their behalf. Without that financial connection, the accountability just isn’t 
there.”34 
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Echoing these concerns, researchers Mark Anner, Matthew Fischer-Daly, and Cirila 
Quintero Ramírez argue that recent reforms have done too little to challenge the 
power of incumbent unions. These unions were allowed to organise the legitimation 
voting, select their own notary to oversee the process, and report the results.35  This 
level of control, they contend, has led to manipulated outcomes, or “sham votes”, that 
favour employer-aligned contracts.36

Rapid response labour mechanism
Anticipating potential challenges in implementing labour reforms, the USMCA 
introduced an enforcement tool called the Rapid Response Labour Mechanism (RRLM) 
in July 2020. It recognises the deep integration of Mexican businesses into extensive 
supply chains closely connected to US firms and markets. This mechanism is designed 
to address violations of workers’ rights, particularly in cases involving freedom of 
association and collective bargaining, within specific facilities in Mexico or the United 
States. It enables swift investigations and enforcement actions if violations are found. 

Hailed by the US Department of Labor as “the strongest and most far-reaching labor 
provision in any trade agreement,” the RRLM empowers one country to take action 
if it believes workers in another country are being denied their rights to unionise or 
bargain collectively.37 It not only permits investigations into such but also grants the 
power to suspend the final determination of goods from the facility under scrutiny, 
giving the mechanism tangible economic leverage and enforcement capabilities. 

According to Sandra Polaski, former Deputy Director-General for Policy at the ILO, 
this firm-level focus “shifts the liability for labour rights violations directly onto the 
firm where the denial of rights occurs,” meaning that “it is the firm that will bear the 
consequences of its denial of workers’ rights,” such as losing tariff benefits or, in 
cases of repeated violations, being denied access to US or Canadian markets.38 
Polaski argues that this “can change the firm’s calculation of the cost of violations and 
thus better align the incentives facing the firm with the public interest in respect for 
workers’ rights.”39 

By holding individual firms directly accountable, the RRLM sets itself apart from other 
labour provisions in trade agreements that rely on slow, non-binding, and ineffective 
state-to-state dispute resolution mechanisms, which is why they are rarely utilised by 
labour rights advocates.40

Between 2021 and September 2024, the US invoked the USMCA’s RRLM 27 
times across various industries – including automotive, garments, mining, and food 
manufacturing in Mexico, benefiting over 36,000 workers.41 Outcomes include $6 
million in backpay, reinstatement of wrongly terminated employees, and free, fair 
union elections. Of the cases, 21 led to remediation plans or resolutions, 14 included 
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backpay, 11 reinstatements, and 11 secured independent union representation. Many 
also achieved wage increases, workers’ rights training, and improved workplace 
policies. 

This demonstrates the RRLM’s far greater effectiveness compared to the voluntary 
CSR measures of the Responsible Business Alliance, discussed in Chapter 9, an 
electronics industry initiative that has failed to prevent labour rights abuses in supply 
chains. The Panasonic case exemplifies the transformative potential of the RRLM.

Panasonic
The Panasonic Automotive Systems factory in Reynosa, Tamaulipas, produces 
electronic components, in-car audio systems, and display modules for major 
automotive brands. Although officially classified as an automotive facility, Panasonic 
is part of one of Japan’s largest electronics firms. 

The factory reflects a wider trend: electronics now account for up to 40% of a 
vehicle’s production cost, highlighting the increasingly close relationship between 
the automotive and electronics sectors. Although the Panasonic Group has publicly 
committed to upholding human rights in accordance with the United Nations Guiding 
Principles (UNGP) and OECD Guidelines—and requires its suppliers to endorse its 
Code of Ethics and Human Rights and Labor Policy—an incident on 7 April 2022 
raised concerns about the company’s own alignment with these principles.42 

On that day, workers protested a secret collective agreement between Panasonic 
and the Autonomous Industrial Union (Siamarm). This agreement was widely seen as 
an attempt to prevent workers from electing the Independent National Union (SNITIS) 
in an upcoming vote on 21-22 April, prompting accusations that Siamarm had imposed 
a union and collected dues without consent.43 

Following the protest, Panasonic allegedly retaliated by firing workers and interfering 
in the union election process. SNITIS filed a complaint under the USMCA’s Rapid 
Response Labour Mechanism (RRLM) on 18 May 2022. The company was accused of 
signing a CBA without lawful union representation and failing to protect independent 
union leaders from attacks by the corporatist CTM union. This intervention proved 
effective, leading Panasonic to terminate the collective bargaining agreement it had 
signed with a union lacking legal bargaining authority and to reimburse workers for 
the dues previously deducted from their wages. 

Despite threats and harassment, SNITIS won the election allowing them to negotiate a 
new labour contract with Panasonic, which led to a 9.5% pay rise, increased benefits, 
and reinstatement of 26 wrongfully dismissed workers as SNITIS delegates.44 This 
case illustrates how the RRLM empowered workers to secure fair representation and 
improved labour conditions through targeted intervention and remediation. 
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Yet, as Alexander Ivanou of IndustriALL observes, “the sheer scale of reform, with 
so many protection agreements and the complexities of transforming the existing 
industrial relations culture, means that we are looking at years of struggle.”45

Hugo Mendoza argues that the RRLM is more effective in industrial sectors where 
powerful unions operate on the US side of the border, whereas in electronics, as 
discussed in Chapter 2, such union allies are rare. However, as Polaski highlights,46 
there also exist cases where Mexican unions have successfully filed petitions under 
the RRLM without US union involvement, demonstrating that progress remains 
possible.47 

**
The sixth barrier to exercising freedom of association and collective bargaining is the 
proliferation of employer-dominated unions. Although this phenomenon is global, it is 
particularly entrenched and institutionalised in Mexico. 

These unions, which exist solely to protect employer interests, fail to represent workers 
democratically and are instrumental in suppressing wages and working conditions. 
Estimates suggest that 85% of collective bargaining agreements in Mexico are 
protection contracts signed without workers’ knowledge or consent, violating core 
principles of ILO Conventions 87 and 98. 

While Mexico’s Democratic Labour Reform marks an important moment in the 
country’s push to modernise its labour practices and empower workers, which brings 
labour standards more in line with global norms, implementation remains flawed due to 
limited oversight, corruption, manipulation of voting processes, and lack of grassroots 
participation. 

The USMCA’s Rapid Response Labour Mechanism has achieved notable successes, 
exemplified by the Panasonic case, where worker protests led to fair representation 
and better conditions. In line with these reforms, lead firms should actively uphold 
workers’ rights to organise as part of their human rights due diligence, helping to 
create transparent and ethical workplaces across Mexico’s industrial sectors.48 This 
entails robust policies on freedom of association, accessible grievance mechanisms, 
and strong safeguards against retaliation within their supply chains. Brands should 
provide training on labour rights, and adopt a strictly neutral stance on union issues, 
supporting a fair and equitable work environment.49 
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7. Indonesia: how job  
insecurity undermines 
unions
The seventh barrier to workers’ right to organise is job insecurity.1 Millions of electronics 
workers are trapped in temporary, part-time, internship, and contract positions, 
leaving their employment uncertain and insecure, as risks are shifted from employers 
to employees.2 These workers often lack social benefits and legal protections, a 
situation that is prevalent in major electronics-producing countries such as China,3 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, the Philippines, and Thailand. 

Except for police and military forces, the ILO affirms that all workers, irrespective of 
their contract type, have the right to unionise, engage in collective bargaining, and 
strike. However, in practice, this ideal often falls short. Employers use workplace 
informalisation and precarious employment conditions to reduce costs, maintain 
operational flexibility, and deter union participation and representation.4 

Due to their unstable job status, temporary workers face higher rates of layoffs, 
underpayment, and limited access to social and health services, as well as greater 
health risks. ILO research suggests that the accident rate among temporary and 
agency workers is up to 2.5 times higher than that of regular workers.5 

This creates a workplace regime that treats workers as disposable commodities, 
easily available for overwork during production peaks and discarded during periods of 
low demand. This reduction of people to economic units is dehumanising and ignores 
the social dimension of work.

In some countries, like for example Vietnam or the Philippines, temporary or outsourced 
workers are barred from joining a union.6 Agency workers are sometimes restricted 
to bargaining only with their immediate employer, not the principal company, which 
weakens their collective bargaining power and leaves them vulnerable to employer 
retaliation, blacklisting, and precarious working conditions.7 High labour turnover 
further undermine collective worker organisation. 

Women and migrant workers are especially vulnerable, often viewed as expendable 
and subjected to multiple forms of discrimination and exploitation.8 They are 
disproportionately represented in low-wage, low-skill jobs, such as machine operators. 
Even in countries that, at least on paper, provide strong constitutional protections 
for freedom of association, labour flexibility policies have weakened union rights and 
reduced membership, as demonstrated by the case of Indonesia. 
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Role Indonesia in the electronics industry
Until the mid-1980s, Indonesia’s electronics industry primarily catered to its substantial 
domestic market, with major players such as Panasonic, Grundig, ITT, and Philips 
dominating the sector. However, in 1986, the Suharto regime shifted its industrial 
strategy from import substitution to an export-oriented model. This policy shift 
aimed to attract foreign investment by establishing special economic zones and the 
introduction of favourable tax laws. 

The government sought to emulate the industrialisation successes of the so-called 
Asian Tigers by drawing in labour-intensive industries. Initially, this strategy appeared 
to bear fruit. By the late 1980s and into the 1990s, an increasing number of electronics 
firms—particularly from Japan, South Korea, and Singapore—began relocating parts 
of their labour-intensive operations to Indonesia. The country subsequently became 
integrated into global production networks, positioning itself as a low-cost export hub. 

However, this growth slowed after Indonesia’s transition to democracy in 1998, 
compounded by the Asian Financial Crisis in the same year and the rapid emergence 
of China as the world’s electronics manufacturing powerhouse in the early 2000s. 

Since 2010, the export value of Indonesia’s electronics industry has actually declined, 
and several Japanese factories have shuttered operations due to rising competition 
from China.9 In recent years, the Indonesian government sought to counter this 
trend and selected electronics as one of six sectors to be prioritised for industrial 
development. Electronics represents 4.6 % of Indonesia’s total exports.

Reformasi: a new dawn for labour?
The evolution of trade unions in Indonesia reflects the nation’s shift from authoritarianism 
to democracy. Under Suharto’s New Order regime (1967–1998), unions faced stringent 
controls within a corporatist framework, akin to those in China and Vietnam.10 

The late 1980s witnessed a surge in foreign investment, particularly from Japan, 
South Korea, and Singapore, attracted by Indonesia’s low labour costs and vast 
workforce. Batam Island, strategically located near the Strait of Malacca and a mere 
20 kilometres from Singapore, became a focal point for this investment, offering a 
cost-effective alternative to Singapore’s constrained land.11 

The new industrial zones specialised in labour-intensive assembly, especially in 
consumer and industrial electronics, integrating Indonesia into global production 
networks as a hub for low-cost electronics exports. Today, Indonesia plays an 
expanding role in the global nickel supply chain, which is essential for lithium batteries 
powering everything from smartphones to the burgeoning electric vehicle market. 
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The fall of Suharto in 1998 marked Indonesia’s democratic transition, known as 
Reformasi, and initiated significant reforms in labour laws. A major shift occurred with 
the dismantling of the state-controlled union monopoly and Indonesia’s ratification of 
ILO Convention 87, granting workers the freedom to associate and organise, paving 
the way for the establishment of multiple unions. 

The post-Suharto era saw a revitalised labour movement, enthusiastically embraced 
by workers in labour-intensive sectors such as electronics, footwear, and garments.12 
Thousands of new enterprise unions and federations emerged, accelerating the 
transformation. 

Despite limited resources, Indonesia expert Michele Ford observes that these unions 
have “punched above their weight,” using their mobilization power to achieve labour 
rights gains, including minimum wage increases (notably between 2009 and 2014) 
and enhanced political influence.13 

Even with advancements in legal frameworks protecting the right to organise, 
significant challenges undermine workers’ ability to exercise it effectively. These 
include:

Understaffed Labour Inspection System: Indonesia has just one inspector per 11,228 
companies, severely limiting oversight.14 Corruption further erodes trust as inspectors 
often accept bribes.

Flawed Dispute Resolution: Mechanisms for resolving industrial disputes are viewed 
as biased and ineffective, with employers frequently refusing to recognise unions or 
unlawfully dismissing union activists.15

Violence and Intimidation: Union leaders and activists face threats and violence from 
paramilitary groups and gangs, instilling a climate of fear.16

Restricted Demonstrations: Laws limiting public protests in industrial areas deemed 
“national vital objects” hinder unions from organising strikes or advocating effectively, 
reflecting state interference.

Labour market flexibility
Beyond these critical enforcement challenges, an even greater threat exacerbates the 
struggle for workers’ rights: the structural shift in labour regulations that prioritised 
labour market flexibility over employee safeguards, heavily influenced by neoliberal 
economic policies. 

The 2003 Manpower Act, intended to limit outsourcing to peripheral services like 
security and catering, in practice “companies have gone well beyond the provisions 
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for outsourcing,” as studies show.17 This has allowed companies to hire and fire 
workers with ease, bypassing key protections such as severance pay, and collective 
bargaining rights. 

Another related problem is that recruitment processes for contract workers in industries 
such as electronics manufacturing are often dominated by local intermediaries or 
labour brokers. These include local officials, strongmen, or even factory supervisors 
and managers, who play an important role in hiring.18 

Frequently, they demand informal fees or bribes, colloquially known in Bahasa as 
“pejorative Marlan” (mafia application), from workers in exchange for introducing 
job applicants to the factory. This practice not only creates financially challenging 
conditions for contract employees but these powerful intermediaries also discourage 
workers from joining unions due to fears of retaliation.19 

These changes have fundamentally reshaped the nature of employment. Many 
workers now find themselves in precarious jobs, lacking essential benefits like sick 
pay, holiday entitlements, and job security. This has created a dual (two-tier) labour 
market where temporary workers, often employed through third-party agencies, earn 
less and have fewer rights than permanent staff, despite doing the same work.20 

The surge of temporary employment has stoked widespread worker discontent, with 
many outsourced workers fearing that joining a union could result in their contracts 
being terminated or not renewed, further diminishing their ability to advocate for their 
rights.21

Omnibus law
Despite the extensive fallout from these structural changes, recent legislative reforms 
have further exacerbated the precariousness of workers’ rights. The controversial 
Omnibus Law (2020), formally known as the Job Creation Bill, further undermined 
workers’ rights by limiting outsourced workers’ ability to engage in collective 
bargaining.22 

The bill, introduced under Joko Widodo’s administration as a pro-business reform to 
consolidate and streamline various legislative areas to attract foreign investment. It 
basically seeks to attract foreign investment by eroding workers’ rights and cutting 
corporate income taxes. Critics contend that Indonesia’s Omnibus Law significantly 
weakens labour protections established under the 2003 Manpower Act,23 jeopardising 
workers’ rights and job security.24 

A key concern is the removal of Article 59, which previously restricted temporary 
work contracts to two years, with a possible one-year extension. As some observers 
fear, the elimination of this clause “will open up space for employers to hire workers 
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under certain time employment agreements indefinitely.”25 This extreme flexibilisation 
further undermines job stability and exposes workers to exploitative practices, as 
employers can now rely on temporary contracts without providing long-term benefits 
or protections. Indonesian unions are challenging the Omnibus law at the Supreme 
Court level, with at least some success.26 As a result, the full implications of the law 
remain unclear. 

The rise of FSPMI-SPEE
Let us now look at the role of Federasi Serikat Pekerja Metal Indonesia (FSPMI), or the 
Federation of Indonesian Metalworkers Unions, and their opposition to labour market 
flexibilization. 

Founded in 1999, FSPMI has grown into one of Indonesia’s most influential trade 
unions.27 It represents workers across key industries, including metal, shipbuilding, 
automotive, and electronics, and has demonstrated a strong ability to mobilise its 
members—a crucial foundation for establishing substantial political influence.28 

A key branch of the union, the Serikat Pekerja Elektrik Elektronic (SPEE), which 
translates as the Electronics and Electrical Workers Union, represents workers in the 
electronics sector and advocates for their rights.29 

Younger leaders, free from the corporatist influences of the New Order regime, have 
revitalised the union’s approach, focusing on organisational culture, data-driven 
strategies, and forging international partnerships. 

In Batam and the Riau Islands, a major hub for Indonesia’s electronics industry, the 
union has successfully established branches in 34 factories. It has also secured CBAs 
in 19 of them, covering over 15,000 workers, two-thirds of whom are women.30 These 
agreements often include provisions for full-time union organisers, allowing them to 
dedicate their efforts to representing workers and supporting union activities. 

Female membership
Prihanani Boenadi, Vice President of the Federation of Indonesia Metalworkers 
Union (FSPMI) and a leading advocate in Indonesia’s labour movement, highlighted a 
significant rise in SPEE’s membership within the electronics sector. Between 2021 and 
2024, membership expanded from 52,000 to 60,640, now accounting for over 17% of 
the nation’s electronics workforce, which the National Statistics Office estimates at 
around 345,000.31 Overall union membership in the electronics sector is slightly below 
30%, but consistently higher than in manufacturing and the broader economy. 
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Notably, the proportion of female contract workers who are union members is 
considerably higher than that of their male counterparts. Female contract workers 
represent 41.46% of the total FSPMI-SPEE’s female membership, for male contract 
workers is that only 11.51%.32 Women are often contracted in lower-paying assembly 
line roles, which are more prone to precarious conditions, including exposure to 
hazardous materials, than the higher-paying management and technical positions 
typically dominated by men. 

In the past, female activists in FSPMI-SPEE established separate structures at national, 
branch, and plant levels to amplify women’s concerns, address gender-specific 
workplace issues, and push for greater representation in union leadership.33 This 
ensures that issues disproportionately affecting women, such as sexual harassment, 
maternity leave, and childcare support, are not sidelined during collective bargaining. 

Significant progress has been achieved over the years, including the establishment of 
a Women’s Directorate and amendments to union statutes to guarantee 30% female 
representation at all levels, including collective bargaining committees.34 Looking 
ahead, a proposal for the 2026 congress aims to increase this target, mandating that 
at least 40% of leadership positions to be held by women.35 

These measures aim to confront the persistent gender divide within trade unions, 
where men traditionally occupy more prominent and strategic roles, while women 
are often confined to less visible positions, such as community organisers or event 
coordinators. The union has also set up a dedicated task force and a “hotline contact” 
specifically to support women facing violations related to the ILO Convention C190, 
which focuses on eradicating violence and harassment in the workplace, promoting 
dignity and equality for all employees.36

Factory raids
After years of unsuccessful campaigning by FSPMI for tighter controls to address the 
illegal use of precarious labour, “street-level” worker struggles erupted in 2012 in the 
form of factory raids, known in Bahasa as grebek pabrik.37 These occupations emerged 
as a bold and militant strategy deployed by the FSPMI to challenge outsourcing and 
precarious contract employment.38 

Backed by other labour unions, these actions took place in Bekasi, an industrial 
district on the outskirts of Jakarta. Striking workers, supported by thousands of their 
peers from neighbouring factories, occupied workplaces in a show of solidarity until 
management conceded to demands for permanent employment. 

The targeted factories, including Samsung, were accused of violating laws on contract 
worker regularization, highlighting a broader legal dispute over the misuse of fixed-
term contracts. 39 
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Activist researchers Fahmi Panimbang and Abu Mufakhir described these events 
as akin to a “workers’ celebration or festivity” (hajatan buruh).40 The raids involved 
coordinated mass marches, moving from one factory to another, with occupations 
that often stretched on for days or even weeks. 

These actions proved remarkably effective. Over 100 factories—including those in the 
electronics sector—were targeted during the campaign, leading to the regularisation 
of nearly 100,000 contract workers as permanent employees.41 Worker activists 
hailed these actions as a provisional form of law enforcement, taken in response to 
the state’s failure to control the illegal use of precarious labour. For FSPMI, these 
actions became a powerful organising tool, connecting the union with non-unionised 
workers and dramatically increasing membership. 

Over time, however, the momentum behind this form of associational power waned. 
Employers adapted by delaying negotiations, deploying police, military, and private 
security forces – including preman (hired thugs) – to disrupt strikes, and filing criminal 
charges against union leaders.42 

Meanwhile, the government intensified its crackdown with restrictive measures like 
the National Vital Objects Regulation, which authorises police intervention in industrial 
zones, and Special Economic Zone rules designed to undermine union influence.43

Unionising contract workers
The eroding nature of the employment relation has been of great concerns for FSPMI-
SPEE, as well as many other Indonesian unions. They are increasingly haunted by fears 
of declining membership due to corporations’ growing reliance on short-term contract 
labour, which in turn may trigger a rollback of labour rights protections in factories. 

Union leaders in major industrial districts like Bekasi and Batam claim that short-term 
contract labour now accounts for more than half of the workforce in these regions, a 
situation further worsened by the growing use of interns. 44

Short-term contracts foster fear and insecurity, deterring workers from exercising 
their right to join or form a trade union. Earlier research shows that while most union 
members enjoy permanent employment, contract and outsourced workers often 
avoid joining unions, fearing it could jeopardise their chances of contract renewal or 
lead to termination.45 

While some unions limit their focus to directly employed workers and exclude agency 
workers— thus reinforcing workplace segmentation — Boenadi stresses that FSPMI-
SPEE has made a concerted effort to represent the entire workforce, and the fight 
against precarious work has long been a central pillar of the union’s strategy. She 
argues that unions in the electronics industry face a dual challenge: defending the 
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rights of permanent workers while organising and advocating for a growing number 
of contract workers.46 

She also acknowledges the discrimination contract workers face compared to 
permanent employees. “Contract workers are paid less, often based on output, and 
lack access to essential benefits like healthcare,” Boenadi noted, highlighting the 
entrenched inequalities within the industry.47 Women in particular face disproportionate 
risks in this precarious system, frequently losing contract renewals due to pregnancy 
or age, further widening the gender pay gap. 

This discrimination is worsened by the unequal burden of care work, which 
overwhelmingly falls on women, adding to their unpaid responsibilities. The structural 
imbalance and patriarchal norms are especially harmful to married women, who are 
seen by employers as less productive due to the expectation they will take time off 
to care for sick relatives. 

These systemic issues, particularly the precarious position of contract workers, 
pose significant challenges for union organisation efforts. As Yoni Mulyo Widodo, a 
regional union leader in Batam, explained, the atmosphere of intimidation is pervasive: 
“Management implies, ‘If you join the union, we won’t renew your contract,’ rather than 
explicitly saying, ‘You must not join the union.’ That’s the general atmosphere.”48 Even 
permanent employees face threats, such as losing access to overtime opportunities, 
further complicating unionisation. 

At Pegatron’s Pegaunihan factory, one of the largest electronics plants in Batam, 
these dynamics come sharply into focus. As of July 2024, the factory employed 4,816 
workers, with 3,000 of them on fixed-term contracts that often lasted only three 
months before being renewed based on the company’s needs. An investigative report 
by Taiwan Transnational Corporations Watch (TTCW)—a coalition of seven Taiwan-
based organisations advocating for human rights, labour rights, and environmental 
accountability—exposed troubling practices within the factory.49 

The research found that approximately 30 workers had their contracts terminated 
after refusing overtime or Sunday shifts, casting doubts on the supposed voluntary 
nature of such work. Additionally, rumours from management about non-renewal 
of contracts were used to stoke fear among employees, deterring them from union 
involvement and further exposing the vulnerability of the workforce.50 

Such tactics expose deeper flows within the employment system, where regulatory 
gaps and exploitative practices undermine workers’ rights. Before the adoption of the 
Omnibus Law in 2020, regulations limited temporary contracts to two years.

However, legal loopholes allowed employers to repeatedly rehire the same workers, 
effectively extending their employment well beyond the intended duration—especially 
in lower-tier factories. “Some workers,” Yoni added, “have had their contracts renewed 
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seven or eight times. If they’re hired through an agency, they must pay the recruitment 
fee again when their contract ends, just to keep working.”51 These workers lose out 
on benefits, sick pay, and holiday entitlements. 

The Omnibus Law extended the maximum duration of fixed-term contracts to five 
years. However, as previously mentioned, in November 2024 the Constitutional 
Court has ruled that labour regulations must be removed from the Omnibus Law and 
reintroduced as a separate, standalone law. While this was a significant victory for 
unions, it remains uncertain—at the time of writing—whether the ruling has led to any 
meaningful changes in hiring practices.52

Adding to these difficulties, contract workers often prioritise immediate survival—such 
as wages and job retention—over long-term benefits like pensions and healthcare 
during negotiations, weakening collective bargaining power. Since Indonesia’s 
tripartite system relies on numerical representation, the decline in union membership 
threatens unions’ ability to retain representation within tripartite bodies.53 

**
Precarious work presents a critical challenge for unions like FSPMI-SPEE, making 
it harder to recruit contract workers, sustain funding, and influence national labour 
policies. As precarious work becomes the norm, unions must adapt their strategies 
to prevent further erosion of worker rights and ensure all employees, regardless of 
contract type, have a voice in the workplace. Corporations must not exploit precarious 
employment arrangements to bypass job security, benefits, or fair wages, nor should 
they use them to undermine workers’ rights to unionise. Instead, they should uphold 
fair employment practices and limit reliance on temporary contracts.
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8. Taiwan: barriers  
migrant workers face  
regarding the right to 
organise
An eighth barrier is the difficulty migrant workers often face in exercising their right to 
organise. Article 2 of ILO Convention 87 states that workers and employers, without 
distinction whatsoever, have the right to establish and join organisations of their own 
choosing.1 

This means that distinctions based on occupation, gender, colour, race, creed, 
nationality, or political opinion are direct violations of this principle.2 The ILO’s legal 
instruments specific to migrant workers reaffirm the fundamental right of migrants to 
freely associate and participate in trade unions.3  

In practice, these rights are often infringed, leaving migrant workers among the 
most vulnerable due to precarious employment and systemic marginalisation. The 
ILO highlights key concerns, including restrictive trade union registration, employer 
interference, anti-union discrimination, violence, arrests, and limited access to justice.4 

Women migrants are especially vulnerable, often experiencing triple discrimination 
based on gender, migration status, and employment type. Weak enforcement and legal 
loopholes further enable employers and authorities to suppress migrant organising 
with impunity, reinforcing a cycle of exploitation and silencing workers who seek to 
assert their rights.

This systemic marginalisation is not accidental; it is embedded in the labour strategies 
of many industries, including electronics manufacturing. Rather than investing in a 
stable workforce with fair wages and decent working conditions, they typically adopt 
one of two strategies to address labour shortages: relocating operations to regions 
with abundant labour reserves—a long-standing practice in this labour-intensive 
sector—or hiring low-cost migrant workers from overseas to fill local vacancies. 
These tactics prioritise cost-cutting over worker welfare, perpetuating precarious 
employment and systemic exploitation.5

The ILO estimates that migrants constitute 4.7 per cent of the global labour force, 
representing 167.7 million workers,6 and while no specific estimates exist for the 
electronics industry, countries like Malaysia, Taiwan, and Hungary heavily rely on 
temporary labour regimes that exploit the vulnerabilities of foreign workers to meet 
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the demand for inexpensive labour on assembly lines. In China, internal rural-to-urban 
migrants are often perceived and treated as second-class citizens, as discussed in 
Chapter 3.

Private employment agencies, recruitment agents, and brokers, which facilitate 
the transnational movement of migrant workers into assembly lines, often play a 
contentious role in perpetuating precarious working conditions.7 Migrants are housed 
in dormitories near factories and subjected to irregular shift patterns, enabling 
manufacturers to adapt to fluctuating production demands while minimising costs. 
Many of these workers face systemic barriers that confine them to conditions akin to 
forced labour, severely restricting their freedom, mobility, and access to fair working 
standards.8 

The electronics industry has been plagued by stories whereby workers had their 
passports confiscated and had to pay large sums in recruitment fees as well as levies 
for a work permit, visa, and housing.9 

Debt bondage compels many workers to remain in their jobs as they struggle to repay 
their debts, leaving them highly vulnerable to employer abuse and marginalisation. 
Under such conditions, temporary migrant workers face systemic—and often 
insurmountable—barriers to exercising their fundamental right to organise. 

These challenges are further compounded in some countries, where migrant workers 
are explicitly barred from forming unions or serving as union officials—a discriminatory 
practice based on citizenship that violates ILO conventions.10 

Against this backdrop, this chapter examines these challenges within the context 
of Taiwan’s high-tech industry, exposing the structural barriers migrant workers 
encounter. 

Taiwan’s strategic nexus in  
the electronics value chain
Taiwan’s electronics industry emerged in the 1970s as a product of state-led 
development, with the government implementing preferential policies to attract foreign 
capital and integrate the economy into global production networks. These incentives 
positioned Taiwan as a key outsourcing hub, leveraging its labour force to meet the 
growing demands of transnational corporations. 

By the 1980s and 1990s, the state successfully shifted its industrial strategy towards 
technological upgrading and innovation, moving beyond low-cost manufacturing. 
Today, Taiwan plays a central role in the global electronics industry, underpinned by 
its strengths in semiconductor design, component manufacturing, and high-value 
assembly. 
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Electronic components and ICT products account for a staggering 44% of Taiwan’s 
manufacturing production value and represented 53% of total exports in 2021. At 
the forefront of this sector is the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company 
(TSMC), a global leader and near-monopolist in the production of advanced microchips 
essential for smartphones, computers, vehicles, and artificial intelligence systems.11 

In addition to TSMC, Taiwan boasts four other companies ranked among Forbes’ 
2000 largest multinational corporations: MediaTek, ASE Technology Holding, United 
Microelectronics, and Novatek Microelectronics Corp., further showcasing Taiwan’s 
strong prominence in the semiconductor industry12

Electronics now constitute Taiwan’s largest industry, employing 1.2 million people. This 
workforce is the second-largest in the global electronics sector, surpassed only by 
China.13 

However, Taiwan’s global impact on employment is even greater than this statistic 
suggests, amplified by the huge overseas operations of major electronic manufacturing 
services (EMS) manufacturers, such as Foxconn, Pegatron, Quanta Computer, Wistron 
and Compal Electronics. 

Together, these contract manufacturers control approximately 80% share of 
global hardware assembling. Functioning as “turn-key producers,” 14 they provide 
comprehensive one-stop-shop services for brand-named companies, which have 
minimal or no in-house production capacity.15 

This role positions Taiwanese firms as critical intermediaries in managing vast, 
decentralised labour networks for industry giants such as Apple, Sony, and Cisco. 
In other words, they have made tapping into the world’s reservoirs of cheap labour 
power a central business strategy. Their expertise lies in identifying and mobilising 
specific labour pools based on factors such as wage rates, skill levels, workforce 
turnover, labour availability, unionisation, and worker militancy.

This dominance is tightly interwoven with China’s rise as the “factory of the world.” 
During the late 1990s and early 2000s, Taiwanese manufacturers established 
expansive factories in China’s Pearl River and Yangtze River Delta regions, employing 
hundreds of thousands of workers.16 

This move lifted geographical barriers to accessing China’s cheap labour force, 
enabling leading electronics firms to not only to outsource the organisation of mass 
production but also reduce labour costs by as much as 75%.17 

In addition to China, Taiwanese firms have expanded production to countries such 
as Indonesia, Vietnam, Mexico, and Eastern European countries like Hungary, Poland, 
the Czech Republic and Slovenia,18 creating a global network that links East Asia’s 
manufacturing expertise to major brand-name companies across Europe and the 
United States. 
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Under this production model, contract manufacturers retain their headquarters and 
research centres in Taiwan while shifting most labour-intensive operations overseas.19 
These host countries primarily serve as export hubs. Despite this, some firms continue 
to operate production facilities in Taiwan, relying heavily on migrant labourers to 
sustain domestic manufacturing.

Industrial relations: from martial  
law to labour challenges
Taiwan’s industrial relations history is marked by a transition from strict authoritarian 
control to gradual political and labour reform. Between 1949 and 1987, the Kuomintang 
regime imposed martial law, crushing labour movements to maintain political stability.20 
Backed by US economic aid and Cold War security guarantees, the government 
placed authoritarian control above workers’ rights. Trade unions were closely aligned 
with state-led industrial policies, focusing on workplace harmony and curbing working 
class-based advocacy.21 

The end of martial law in 1987 initiated political liberalisation, enabling independent 
trade unions to form, albeit with limited powers. Barriers such as restricted strike 
rights and limited bargaining capabilities persisted, hindering significant progress in 
labour representation. 

Reforms gained momentum with the 2011 Labour Union Act, which redefined unions 
into corporate, industrial, and professional categories.22 Taiwan’s exclusion from the 
UN since 1971 prevents it from ratifying ILO conventions. However, its labour laws are 
partially aligned with ILO Conventions 87 and 98; even though significant restrictions 
persist, particularly concerning the right to strike and unionisation in the public sector.23 

Although Taiwan has made strides in labour reforms, the electronics and semiconductor 
industry remains largely devoid of union representation, indicative of persistent 
systemic barriers. This lack of unionisation reflects deeper structural challenges 
embedded in Taiwan’s legal and social frameworks, which actively discourage 
organised labour. For example, in 2023, among 949 companies in three science parks 
employing over 323,000 workers, only two enterprise unions existed.24 

“The legal system in Taiwan is not designed to empower workers,” said Lennon Ying-
Da Wang, a labour activist and director of Serve the People Association (SPA), an 
NGO providing mediation, shelters, and legal support for migrant workers entangled 
in employer disputes.25 

Lennon Wang highlights the difficulties faced by non-company unions in achieving 
the numbers required for meaningful negotiations, describing Taiwanese laws as a 
significant deterrent to unionization. 
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Beyond legal barriers, union organisation is further stifled through tactics like 
relocation, dismissing union members, blacklisting and reassignments,26 alongside 
subtler strategies such as offering select workers improved conditions, higher wages, 
and profit-sharing schemes to undermine collective efforts.27 “Taiwan’s tech giants 
seldom have unions, and when they do, these unions are often under company 
influence,” Lennon Wang added, emphasising the complex interplay of systemic and 
corporate resistance to worker organisation.28 

In addition, Wang argues that workers have little awareness of trade unions and their 
potential to improve labour conditions, meaning union rights are rarely a priority for 
them.

The resistance to unionisation within the semiconductor industry reflects the broader 
ideological position of its corporate leadership. A key figure embodying this stance is 
TSMC’s founder, Morris Chang, who has publicly articulated an anti-union philosophy, 
reinforcing a top-down ethos that discourages the formation of unions. 

Chang’s perspective —shaped by his 25-year tenure at the US semiconductor giant 
Texas Instruments—highlights his belief that unions impede long-term success. In a 
detailed interview captured in an article titled “One Key to Success – No Unions,” 
Chang argued that “good companies should be able to request that workers not form 
unions.”29 

His position reflects a broader industry ideology, rooted in Silicon Valley’s anti-union 
framework, which prioritises managerial control and capital efficiency over labour 
organisation and collective bargaining. It underscores the structural resistance to 
unionisation embedded within the industry’s power dynamics.30

Migrant workers
For decades, Taiwan has been struggling with acute labour shortages, a problem 
worsened by an ageing population and the limited appeal of factory jobs to the local 
workforce. Since the 1990s, Taiwan has relied on temporary migration programmes to 
recruit workers from Southeast Asia to work in manufacturing. 

At the end of October 2024, the biggest group was from Vietnam, but in the electronics 
and technology sectors, the Philippines dominated with  76,069 workers, making 
up 78.1% of the migrant workforce, with a majority being women.31 In these industries, 
Filipino workers are often favoured for their English proficiency, which is needed for 
reading technical manuals.32 

These workers face widespread exploitation, often amounting to forced labour.33 
Recruitment agencies charge “exorbitantly high fees” of “$1,300 to $1,500,” trapping 
workers in debt bondage.34 
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For Vietnamese workers, the costs are far higher. Investigative journalist Peter 
Bengtsen found that Vietnamese employees at Chin Poon Industrial, one of the 
world’s biggest manufacturers of motherboards and a supplier of car electronics for 
General Motors, Bosch and Magna, paid recruitment fees as high as $6,500.35 

Employees at U.D. Electronics Corp., a supplier for satellite internet provider HughesNet, 
paid similar amounts.36 Worker testimonies reveal that many had to take out loans or 
even mortgage family properties to cover these staggering costs. As one worker 
grieved, “I almost just arrived, and now they fired us. I haven’t even repaid my debt.”37 

High loan repayments, combined with a slew of deductions for food, accommodation, 
insurance, and monthly fees to Taiwanese labour brokers, push wages below the 
legal minimum for some workers.38 Meanwhile, brokers charge employers minimal 
or no fees, which disproportionately externalise financial responsibility onto migrant 
workers.39 

As a result, despite Taiwan’s higher minimum wages compared to their home countries, 
migrant workers often face discriminatory treatment in bonuses, with their Taiwanese 
colleagues receiving significantly larger amounts, particularly for night shifts and 
year-end rewards.40 

The Taiwan government offers employers the possibility of recruiting migrant workers 
directly through the Direct Hiring Scheme, bypassing intermediaries and reducing 
recruitment fees. 

However, both Peter Bengtsen and Lennon Wang argue that this scheme is scarely 
used.41 

This failure is further compounded by weak enforcement mechanisms and inadequate 
regulatory oversight. Fines and licence revocations for brokers are inconsistently 
applied, and recruitment fees abroad remain unregulated. 

While many Taiwanese companies and their clients have joined the Responsible 
Business Alliance (RBA), a business initiative mandating no-fee recruitment in supply 
chains, the effectiveness of its auditing and enforcement tools remains widely 
questioned (see Chapter 9). According to Lennon Wang, 

“Even with audits from organisations like the RBA, refunds for these unethical fees 
are uneven and inadequate. Employers and brokers often collude, leaving workers 
with no real recourse.”42 

Another problem is that migrant workers require employer consent to switch jobs mid-
contract, except in abuse cases or business closures. This rule traps many workers in 
a dependent situations, leaving them vulnerable to abuse.43 
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Poor working and living conditions
Migrant workers in Taiwan face harsh working conditions marked by excessively long 
hours, inadequate wages, and unsafe workplaces. Lennon Wang recalls a harrowing 
case involving a Filipino worker who died after being exposed to toxic chemicals 
without proper protective equipment.

“She was handling two strong acids, which splashed across her body,” Wang recounts. 
“She was wearing just a small apron that offered minimal protection. She died that 
same day.”44

This tragic incident highlights severe safety lapses in some factories, where companies 
fail to provide even the most basic protective gear despite legal obligations.45

Beyond safety concerns, living conditions for many migrant workers are equally 
troubling. Lennon Wang explains, “Most migrants stay in dormitories, but the quality 
varies significantly. Some are better, but many are overcrowded and unhygienic.”46 
Workers may rent housing outside the dormitories. However, this decision often 
comes at a high cost, as they are typically still obligated to pay rent for the dormitories. 

Female workers face additional challenges, including discrimination tied to pregnancy. 
Some employers pressure women to leave their jobs if they become pregnant, with 
certain companies even requiring workers to sign contracts pledging not to conceive.47 
These practices violate Taiwan’s Labour Standards Act and Gender Equality Act, yet 
enforcement remains weak. Moreover, companies frequently fail to offer maternity 
care or alternative housing arrangements, leaving pregnant workers in vulnerable 
positions.

Despite being well-educated, many migrant workers are confined to roles as operators 
or technicians, performing repetitive, precision-based tasks. 48 Strict visa regulations 
often bar women from advancing to better-paid positions, trapping them in low-wage 
jobs shaped by gender and racial biases.49 This structural inequality prevents them 
from utilising their skills to achieve upward mobility.

Migrant union 
Migrant workers in Taiwan continue to face huge barriers to unionisation. While recent 
legal reforms allowing migrant workers to join and lead unions have been lauded, their 
implementation tells a much bleaker story. As Lennon Wang observes, 

On paper, migrant workers have the right to organise and even lead unions. But 
the reality is far more complicated. Language barriers, complex documentation 
requirements, and a lack of resources make it nearly impossible for them to navigate 
the system alone.50 
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Union formation in Taiwan requires substantial paperwork, all of which is in Chinese, 
with no bilingual options. Many migrant workers, primarily from the Philippines, Vietnam, 
and Indonesia, cannot complete these processes without external assistance. This 
systemic oversight leaves migrants reliant on NGOs like SPA. In addition, migrants 
typically work under three-year contracts bound to specific employers, with restricted 
rights to transfer or negotiate terms, all of which discourage migrant workers from 
participating in open workplace disputes or union activities.

Despite these entrenched challenges, there have been moments of progress that 
highlight both the difficulties and the potential of migrant unionisation in Taiwan. In 
October 2023, Filipino workers at ASUS and its subsidiary Askey staged a rare 
protest, calling for severance pay or job security in response to the companies’ 
relocation plans. 

The protest stemmed from grievances dating back to 2022, when Askey workers 
filed complaints about excessive dormitory electricity fees and illegal placement 
charges. Despite fears of retaliation, over 100 workers organised, forming the Askey 
Labour Union and ASUS Group Labour Union, composed predominantly of Filipino 
women leaders. Mediation by Taiwan’s Ministry of Labour led to partial refunds and 
showcased the potential for collective bargaining. “This case demonstrates the 
possibility of change, but migrant unions in Taiwan are still rare,” said Lennon Wang. 

The future of the union, however, is precarious, as the company is relocating production 
capacity to Vietnam and India to cut costs. Union membership has declined over time, 
dropping from 70–80 members at its inception to just 20–30 today, as many workers 
have either transferred to other locations or completed their contracts.51

**
The systemic barriers preventing migrant workers from organising in Taiwan reflect 
deeper structural inequalities within the global electronics industry. While recent legal 
reforms and isolated cases of successful unionisation offer glimpses of progress, 
meaningful change remains elusive without stronger enforcement mechanisms and 
greater protections for migrant workers.
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9. Brand hypocrisy: CSR 
and the right to organise
Corporations have a responsibility to uphold freedom of association and collective 
bargaining and ensure their implementation throughout their value chains. Not only 
are these rights protected under two core ILO conventions, but they have also been 
included in the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights.  

This means that companies must refrain from any actions that could discourage or 
undermine workers’ right to organise. This includes avoiding discriminatory practices 
such as surveillance, unfair treatment, verbal abuse, unjustified dismissals, blacklisting, 
and anti-union campaigns. These tactics foster a climate of fear, deterring workers 
from exercising their fundamental rights by making them fear for their livelihoods and 
the economic security of their families.

In countries where the state protects and promotes the right to organise through 
strong institutions that support negotiations, mediate disputes, and ensure effective 
labour administration, workers can generally join and form unions without undue 
difficulty. When employers discriminate against union members, harass them, or 
dismiss them, the government can typically be relied upon to act swiftly—addressing 
anti-union practices, enforcing sanctions, and providing compensation to affected 
workers. 

The real issue, however, lies in the fact that the vast majority of electronics production 
occurs in countries where these rights are weakly enforced, leaving workers 
vulnerable and their voices unheard. In such environments, proactive intervention 
by companies becomes even more critical, as they bear a responsibility to respect 
human rights standards, even when the state fails to do so. 

This leaves corporations with a fundamental choice: exploit weak regulations for their 
own gain or commit to ethical practices that go beyond inadequate legal requirements.

In many cases, they have the discretion to act responsibly and “do what is right.” 
For example, while Malaysia’s legal system (as discussed in Chapter 4) may allow 
corporations to prolong court cases to delay union recognition, nothing compels 
them to do so. Similarly, while laws may permit the indefinite renewal of temporary 
contracts, companies are not obligated to take advantage of these loopholes—they 
choose to. 

The same holds true in the United States, where, as outlined in Chapter 2, businesses 
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can legally engage industrial relations “consultants” to discourage unionisation efforts. 
Yet again, the law does not mandate such actions and companies could also adopt a 
constructive and collaborative approach towards unions. Countless other examples 
illustrate the same fundamental truth: genuinely ethical business practices—including 
responsible purchasing (see Box 2)—require corporations to go beyond legal loopholes 
and commit to higher standards in respecting workers’ rights. 

Purchasing practices
Purchasing practices play a crucial role in shaping labour conditions across global 
value chains. How companies plan, negotiate, order, pay, and interact with suppliers 
directly impacts workers’ rights, access to decent work, and their ability to organise. 
Yet, in the pursuit of maximising profit margins, lead firms often disregard whether their 
purchasing decisions support decent and safe working conditions.1 

By sourcing from countries with weak labour protections while simultaneously 
demanding unrealistic lead times and rock-bottom costs, these firms fuel precarious 
employment, unsafe conditions, mistreatment, and excessive working hours. Crucially, 
they also create an environment where suppliers have a financial incentive to suppress 
worker organising, undermining unionisation—one of the most powerful tools for 
securing better wages and working conditions.

KnowTheChain, a corporate accountability initiative that benchmarks efforts to combat 
forced labour, has identified purchasing practices as the lowest-scoring area, with 
freedom of association ranking just above it.2 In other words, tech firms routinely fail 
to factor in the cost of ensuring fair working conditions when negotiating supplier 
contracts, prioritising low costs over ethical compliance.

How are electronics companies performing? 
This commitment “to do what is right” is precisely what companies claim to uphold 
when adopting corporate codes of conduct, publicly pledging to adhere to international 
human rights principles, including freedom of association and collective bargaining. 

Prominent firms such as Apple, Intel, Dell, Cisco Systems, Qualcomm, and Texas 
Instruments—along with global giants based outside the US, including Sony, TSMC 
and Foxconn—are members of the Responsible Business Alliance (RBA). The RBA 
establishes social and environmental standards for its members and their tier-one 
suppliers, aiming to promote responsible business practices across industries.3 
The RBA has emerged as the industry’s primary platform for addressing social and 
environmental concerns. 
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According to its website, members of the RBA generate a combined annual revenue 
exceeding US$5 trillion and employ approximately 9.5 million workers globally, both 
directly and indirectly through tier-one (or EMS) suppliers.4  

The voluntary RBA code of conduct addresses labour rights, safety, environmental 
impact, ethics, and management. Adopters commit to fair labour, sustainability, and 
responsible sourcing. These standards are implemented through risk assessment 
tools, self-assessment questionnaires, reporting mechanisms, and audits conducted 
by “third parties” – albeit funded by the businesses themselves. 

As a business-driven initiative, the RBA’s governance board comprises only corporate 
representatives, including a member from Amazon and Samsung, both widely criticised 
for their anti-union practices.5 This lack of non-business representation—particularly 
from unions—calls into question the scheme’s impartiality and reinforces perceptions 
of regulatory capture.

Freedom of association in the RBA code
Adopted in 2004,6 the RBA Code has long been criticised for its vague language 
on freedom of association and collective bargaining, as well as its omission of key 
ILO Conventions. While a majority of RBA members previously rejected proposals to 
incorporate these rights into earlier versions of the code,7 the latest eighth edition, 
effective from 1 January 2024, signals a move towards closer alignment with ILO 
standards. It states that:

Participants shall respect the right of all workers to form and join trade unions of 
their own choosing, to bargain collectively, and to engage in peaceful assembly 
as well as respect the right of workers to refrain from such activities. Where 
the right of freedom of association and collective bargaining is restricted by 
applicable laws and regulations, workers shall be allowed to elect and join 
alternate lawful forms of worker representations.8

While RBA members publicly endorse union rights—a crucial first step—this report 
demonstrates numerous instances where their actions contradict these commitments. 
Chapter Two reveals US tech firms’ long-standing history of union avoidance and 
union suppression, while other chapters document violations by non-US members, 
including Samsung, Pegatron, Hon Hai, and Nexperia. 

Such inconsistencies expose a significant gap between corporate rhetoric and the 
reality of global supply chains. This raises critical questions: Why would a supplier 
feel compelled to uphold labour rights when its clients openly undermine those same 
principles in their own offices, factories, warehouses, and stores? And how likely is it 
that a lead firm will take freedom of association and collective bargaining seriously—
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let alone address violations of these rights throughout its supply chain—when it 
disregards this fundamental right within its own operations?

KnowTheChain
The widespread failure to prioritise workers’ right to organise goes beyond individual 
companies and is evident in industry-wide evaluations. The KnowTheChain benchmark, 
which evaluates the performance of the 60 largest ICT companies against human 
rights standards, further highlights these shortcomings. Although primarily designed 
to assess how companies address forced labour risks, its methodology incorporates 
ILO core labour standards, offering key insights into how firms engage with unions to 
support freedom of association across their supply chains. 

Alarmingly, the median score among these 60 companies was just 14 out of 100, 
highlighting a widespread failure to conduct due diligence in identifying and addressing 
forced labour risks in their supply chains.9 Even more striking, the average score on 
the freedom of association indicator was only 1 out of 100. As KnowTheChain aptly 
concludes, “improvements in this area remain extremely limited.”10 

Hewlett Packard Enterprise stood out as the sole firm to demonstrate active 
collaboration with unions to improve FoA at a supplier site. None of the companies 
has signed a global framework agreement with IndustriALL Global Union—a key 
initiative explored further below. Furthermore, only Apple and Intel were recognised 
for disclosing data on the proportion of their supply chains covered by collective 
bargaining agreements, underscoring a pervasive lack of transparency and 
commitment to workers’ rights across the sector.11 In short, only three companies 
scored points on the benchmarks directly linked to freedom of association.

KnowTheChain also examines grievance mechanisms, which can amplify worker 
voices by providing a channel for reporting human rights violations or workplace 
concerns. However, the findings are equally troubling: while most companies claim to 
have such mechanisms, only 12% disclose data on the types of grievances workers 
submit, while just 3% of companies involved workers or their legitimate representatives 
in designing or evaluating these mechanisms.12 

For any labour rights protection system to be truly effective, workers and their 
representatives must be at its core. As those directly affected, they are best positioned 
to identify and report violations, ensuring that remediation and corrective actions are 
properly implemented and enforced. Without them, these efforts remain superficial 
and ineffective.
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Global framework agreements
The failure to involve workers in grievance mechanisms reflects a broader weakness 
in corporate accountability—labour rights protections often exist on paper but lack 
meaningful worker participation. Addressing this gap requires stronger, enforceable 
commitments that empower workers and their representatives. Global Framework 
Agreements (GFAs) offer a promising path for change. 

Voluntarily signed by multinationals and global unions like IndustriALL, these 
agreements commit companies to upholding ILO core labour standards, including the 
right to unionise, gender equality, and bans on child and forced labour. While GFAs 
may not directly drive unionisation, they help create safer conditions for workers 
to organise without fear of retaliation. By negotiating GFAs, lead firms signal a 
commitment to structured social dialogue and the protection of labour rights across 
their global operations. 

Crucially, these agreements include a pledge to respect and promote freedom of 
association throughout supply chains, reinforcing trade unions as essential partners. 
Over time, they could empower workers to take an active role in monitoring and 
improving workplace conditions.13 

Alexander Ivanou, Director of ICT Electrical & Electronics at IndustriALL, stresses the 
importance of agreements that go beyond mere compliance with ILO conventions, 
advocating for provisions that address living wages, health and safety, and 
environmental practices. “We’re not interested in paper agreements. We need 
enforceable policies that cover supply chains,” he asserted.14

Despite this promise, the adoption and implementation of GFAs face significant 
obstacles. Nowhere is this more evident than in the United States, where no company 
has yet committed to one.15 According to Kan Matsuzaki, Assistant General Secretary 
at IndustriALL, many firms exploit the RBA code of conduct as “an escape route,” 
avoiding deeper engagement with trade unions and labour rights issues. 

He estimates that just 10% of RBA member companies maintain ties with the global 
union,16 a statistic that includes not only US-based firms but also rising industry 
players from South Korea and China. With companies from these union-hostile 
environments gaining influence, the prospects for meaningful social dialogue and 
collective bargaining are growing bleaker.

Silencing worker voices 
Given the systemic failure of RBA members to engage with unions in a positive and 
open manner or to meaningfully address violations of freedom of association and 
collective bargaining—whether within their own operations or across their supply 
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chains—the credibility of code monitoring through self-assessments and social 
audits, supposedly designed to assess labour rights compliance at supplier factories, 
is highly questionable. 

Unlike financial audits, which are governed by strict regulations to ensure auditors 
can make independent judgments despite being paid by their clients, social auditing 
lacks meaningful oversight. As a result, auditors have a strong incentive to avoid 
uncomfortable findings, with little to no consequences for downplaying violations. 

The exclusion of trade unions from the RBA’s governance board further undermines its 
credibility. While sectors like garment manufacturing and mining have introduced multi-
stakeholder initiatives that incorporate NGOs and trade unions in their governance, 
no similar framework has gained traction in the electronics industry. Instead, the 
RBA remains a wholly industry-controlled body, operating without any trade union 
representation—a glaring omission that weakens its legitimacy and effectiveness. 

While multi-stakeholder initiatives are far from perfect, the inclusion of trade unions 
and other organisations ensures that issues like the right to organise receive serious 
consideration and, as research shows, strongly impacts the initiative’s ability to detect 
and address violations of freedom of association.17 

Substitution
Another concerning trend is that major brands like Apple, Dell, and HP use “worker 
voice” as a vague proxy for measuring freedom of association in their codes of 
conduct monitoring. This broad and often undefined term can encompass anything 
from suggestion boxes to employer-controlled feedback sessions—mechanisms that 
offer little real empowerment. While these initiatives may create channels for workers 
to express concerns, they often fall short of genuine collective representation and fail 
to protect against retaliation.18 

In some cases, these mechanisms are promoted as a way to replicate or mimic the 
benefits of an industrial relations system in countries where trade union rights are 
restricted. However, this approach is problematic for two key reasons:

First, it creates a loophole that allows social auditors to falsely claim that freedom of 
association is respected—even in countries where governments fail to uphold this 
right or outright ban independent unions, as seen in China. This perpetuates the illusion 
that “worker engagement” enables companies to either navigate or sidestep state-
imposed restrictions on union rights, all while continuing to source from suppliers in 
union-suppressing countries.

Secondly, there is a real risk that “workers’ voice” is reduced to the mere existence of 
a workplace council or committee—even in countries that formally uphold the right to 
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organise— where their role is confined to matters like health and safety, offering advice, 
or handling grievances. While these worker committees can be valuable in certain 
contexts, as they allow workers to voice concerns, they offer a far weaker form of worker 
representation and may leave employees vulnerable to management retaliation.19 

These committees must not be used to undermine unions or obstruct their formation, 
as doing so directly violates ILO Convention No. 135 on Workers’ Representatives and 
weakens authentic worker representation. 

Yet, this is precisely what happens when companies say they “prefer workers’ 
councils instead of unions, as they are more constructive in their communication.”20 
This creates the illusion of worker representation while denying employees real 
bargaining power—ultimately undermining collective negotiation and workers’ rights. 

Why social audits fail workers
Given the anti-union stance of many RBA members and the systematic exclusion of 
trade unions, which effectively silences workers in code monitoring and grievance 
processes, it is no surprise that social audits are deeply flawed and have consistently 
failed to identify or address serious labour rights violations. 

Pre-announced audits give factories ample opportunity to conceal abuses—falsifying 
records, coaching workers, or temporarily removing those in exploitative conditions. 
Critics argue that a one- or two-day audit simply cannot provide a comprehensive 
picture of workplace realities, raising serious questions about its effectiveness in 
uncovering systemic mistreatment. 

This failure to accurately assess labour rights is particularly problematic when 
evaluating freedom of association and collective bargaining, which remain persistent 
“blind spots” in social auditing.21 The challenge lies in the fact that both the presence 
and absence of a trade union can signal violations by management. In countries where 
employer-dominated unions are prevalent, such as Mexico, the mere existence of a 
trade union cannot be taken as proof of compliance, as many so-called “hoax” unions 
serve to undermine workers’ bargaining power rather than protect it. 

Conversely, in nations like China or Vietnam, where only state-controlled unions are 
allowed, the burden of proof shifts: only in rare cases—when a union demonstrably 
operates independently, holds free elections, and engages in genuine collective 
bargaining—can auditors reasonably conclude that workers can exercise their right 
to organise. In practice, these conditions are seldom met and become even harder to 
sustain over time.22 

The absence of a union, on the other hand, could suggest that workers have voluntarily 
chosen not to organise or engage in collective bargaining. However, it may also point 
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to a more troubling reality: workers might feel intimidated or actively discouraged from 
organising due to fear of retaliation or other repercussions. The difficulty of detecting 
anti-union practices—ranging from subtle signals to outright intimidation—within the 
brief timeframe of a social audit further undermines the accuracy of these assessments.

This challenge is exacerbated by the fact that auditors rarely interview workers offsite 
or allocate sufficient time to investigating whether employers actively suppress 
unionisation efforts.23 

Even when worker interviews are included in the audit process, Björn Claeson of 
Electronics Watch argues, it remains highly unlikely that such interviews “achieve 
a meaningful voice for workers or facilitate access to remedy for problems that 
workers identify.”24 Claeson continues: “Indeed, they may have the opposite effect: 
where workers’ concerns are not recognised in a process that purports to protect 
them, they can in effect be silenced”.25 Without proper methodologies it is unlikely 
that social auditors will “recognise when workers have been coached or intimidated 
into giving particular responses to audit”.26 

In other cases, workers might not trust social auditors because they associate them 
with management; be unaware of what happened to unionised workers as they are 
in a different section of the workplace or only recently hired; and, lastly, workers who 
have been dismissed because of their union activities are very unlikely to be included 
in these auditing processes. 

Compounding these challenges is a pervasive lack of transparency, as audit findings 
are withheld from workers and trade unions, undermining accountability and leaving 
workers and their representatives unable to monitor or verify remediation efforts.

**
The RBA presents itself as the industry’s leading platform for addressing social and 
environmental challenges, yet it systematically excludes non-business stakeholders 
and trade unions, depriving them of any real influence over labour protections. Despite 
corporate pledges, progress on safeguarding freedom of association and collective 
bargaining remains minimal. Auditing schemes prioritise corporate interests rather than 
shaping them. 

As one expert put it, “Social auditing in practice involves giving unqualified people 
inadequate time to pursue an unrealistic objective they have no incentive to achieve.”27 

Consequently, the RBA code and its audits lack credibility, favour corporate interests 
over workers’ rights, and fail to drive meaningful, long-term improvements—ultimately 
entrenching the electronics industry’s anti-union stance. Genuine progress on labour 
rights can only be achieved if electronics companies change course and recognise 
trade unions as legitimate social partners.
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10. Conclusion: the 
struggle for trade union 
rights in the global  
electronics industry
Despite record profits, the global electronics industry continues to suppress workers’ 
rights. Trade unions are essential for securing better wages, safer conditions, and fair 
treatment, yet workers face relentless opposition from corporations and governments. 
Many companies shift production to regions with weak labour laws, while corporate-
led audits obscure accountability for exploitation.

This report identifies nine key barriers preventing workers from exercising their right 
to freedom of association and collective bargaining. These include legal restrictions, 
employer-controlled unions, precarious contracts, systemic discrimination against migrant 
workers, and gender-based inequalities that disproportionately affect women workers.

Even where laws protect union rights, weak enforcement enables companies to exploit 
loopholes—stalling union recognition, prolonging temporary contracts, or threatening 
relocation to suppress worker demands.

Reversing the trend: actions for  
governments and corporations

1. Governments must enforce workers’ rights
States have a duty to protect workers’ right to organise by enacting and enforcing 
robust legal frameworks. Key actions include:

 �Ratify and implement ILO Conventions – Urgently ratify and enforce ILO 
Conventions 87 and 98 to guarantee freedom of association and collective 
bargaining.

 �Strengthen enforcement mechanisms – Prevent employer retaliation against 
union members and close legal loopholes that allow union suppression.
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 �Enforce binding regulations – Implement legally binding measures, such as the 
Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, to hold corporations accountable.

  �Integrate labour protections into trade and policy agreements – Align all trade 
and investment treaties with international labour standards.

 �Implement ethical public procurement policies – Require government suppliers 
to respect workers’ rights and comply with international labour standards.

2. Corporations must be held accountable
Electronics companies must end anti-union practices and ensure freedom of 
association throughout their supply chains. Key actions include:

 ��Right to 0rganise – Adopt legally binding commitments to uphold union rights in 
both direct operations and supply chains.

 �Union access – Guarantee unions the right to access workplaces, engage with 
workers, and support grievance procedures.

 �Social dialogue & global framework agreements – Engage in meaningful 
negotiations with IndustriALL and other global unions to establish binding 
agreements that uphold international labour standards.

 �Independent worker training – Collaborate with trade unions and labour rights 
NGOs to educate workers and management on their rights.

 �Incentivise collective bargaining – Prioritise factories with legitimate Collective 
Bargaining Agreements (CBAs) by awarding them preferential orders, stable 
contracts, and financial incentives.

Worker solidarity: the key to change
Sustained progress hinges on a strong, united labour movement capable of holding 
corporations and governments to account. The globalisation of supply chains has 
fragmented the workforce, weakening traditional organising efforts and driving down 
wages. 

Challenging corporate power demands both cross-border solidarity and national-level 
organising. Trade unions and advocacy groups must exert pressure across supply 
chains—from factory floors to corporate boardrooms—demanding fair wages, safe 
working conditions, and the right to organise. 
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Global trade unions like IndustriALL, along with transnational advocacy networks, 
such as GoodElectronics and ANROEV play a critical role in exposing corporate 
misconduct, strengthening labour standards, and mobilising pressure on electronics 
firms. These alliances enable workers to coordinate campaigns, share organising 
strategies, and amplify demands across borders. 

Without bold action —especially women and migrant workers, who face additional 
barriers to union participation and workplace protections— workers will remain 
silenced in a system designed to exploit them. But through collective resistance at 
both national and international levels, alongside global accountability, the fight for 
trade union rights can be won.
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