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Figure 1. Exterior of the Biel Crystal factory in Huizhou, Guangdong

Executive Summary
1. Background of the investigative report and Biel Crystal
In recent years, touchscreen mobile phones have taken over the majority of mobile phone
market, and glass has become a compulsory part of the touchscreen and the front and back
camera. The production of cover glass involves the use of grinding machines as well as
techniques such as coarse grinding, fine grinding, and brass grinding. Various chemicals
are also used to ensure a shiny and flawless surface. Glass dusts and chemical vapour are
thus produced. In addition, grinding machines without proper maintenance also put
workers at risk of occupational diseases and injuries.
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This report investigates Biel Crystal Manufactory (Huizhou) Limited, a factory solely
owned by the Hong Kong-based glass producer Biel Crystal Manufactory Limited. Biel
Crystal is one of the biggest suppliers of cover glass in the world, supplying 60% of that
of Apple’s and 20% of Samsung’s. However, SACOM finds that Biel Crystal, with a
policy of just-in-time inventory for the global supply chain, exploits workers to meet up
short-noticed production order.
2. SACOM’s investigation finds the following major labour rights abuses:
- Excessive working hours: Workers are forced to sign an “application for voluntary
overtime”. They have to work 11 hours a day and seven days a week during the peak
production time; and they have only a 24-hour break at the end of each month for shift
change;
- Numerous suicides in the factory: At least five incidences of suicide have taken place in
the factory since 2011;
- Blank work contract: Workers are asked to sign a blank work contract, and they have to
turn in their copy when they resign. This makes workers unable to prove their working
relation with the factory;
- Serious work injuries: Work injuries are common in the factory, and injured workers
cannot get reasonable compensation as entitled by the Law;
- Irregular pay day: The factory changes the pay day at will and does not follow clauses
and conditions of the work contract;
- Military-style management: The punitive system is unfair and there is massive use of
security to control workers’ activities.
3. SACOM’s demands to Biel Crystal:
1. To lay out clearly all terms of employment in work contract before asking
the workers to sign on it;
2. To provide adequate training on occupational health and safety as well as
protection and health examination to workers;
3. To perform regular check and maintenance on machines;
4. To provide a living wage for all workers so that workers do not have to rely
on overtime work to make ends meet;
5. To enroll all workers in the social security system within 30 days of their
work as required by the Law;
6. To inform workers clearly about their wages and social security status;
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7. To provide workers entitled benefit such as social security cards;
8. To provide compensation and assistance to injured workers in accordance
with the Regulation on Work-Related Injury Insurances;
9. To reform their compulsory meal fee system;
10. To explain the suicides and death cases occurred since 2011;
11. To reform management practices and respect workers’ dignity;
12. To abolish stand operation and give workers appropriate breaks
regularly; and
13. To reform the existing unions and enable workers to elect their
representatives in accordance with the Trade Union Law of China.
4. SACOM’s demands to Apple:
1. To press Biel Crystal on the above demands;
2. Should comply their respective code of conduct;
3. Should ensure good communication between workers and the management
at Apple suppliers and engage local labour organizations to make sure that
working conditions improve.
4. Should provide consumers transparency and inform them about the steps
they take to make improvements.

Figure 2. Workers rush back to the factory to start their work
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Introduction
In 2007, Apple “reinvents the phone with iPhone”1, which had since brought a
revolutionary change to our mobile phone experience - from the use of physical keyboard
to touchscreen. Cover glass then becomes an essential part to mobile phones. Hong
Kong-based Biel Crystal Manufactory Limited (hereafter Biel) is the biggest cover glass
supplier for Apple’s products. Data in September 2013 shows that Biel has been
producing one third of the world’s mobile phone cover glass, including 60% of that of
Apple products and 20% of that of the Korean gadget giant Samsung2. The president of
Biel, Yeung Kin-man, proudly commented in 2012 that were Biel’s operation to stop for
one day, production rate of mobile phones by globally renowned brands would reduce
by 50%3.
The Hong Kong cover glass giant began its business in 1986 to supply for the watch
market in Europe. In 1988, it set up its first factory compound in Shenzhen, Guangdong
Province. Today, its cover glass still accounts for one third of watch markets in Europe.
Renowned brands such as Christian Dior, Franck Muller, TAG Heuer are all Biel’s
clients4.
Since China joined the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2001, factories like Biel
under the original model of “processing and compensation trades” have had great
challenges with the international market. With the growing demand of touchscreen mobile
phones Biel began to expand its business to producing mobile phone cover glass5. Biel is
very successful in its transformation and is often regarded by the local government as the
model for other enterprises to reform so as to secure the economic growth in the region.
Biel has two plants located in Guangdong Province in Southern China – the Biel Crystal
Manufactory (Shenzhen) Limited and the Biel Crystal Manufactory (Huizhou) Company
Limited (hereafter Biel Huizhou) – which were set up in 2001 and 2009 respectively. Its
mission statement is to provide services with “price below the market, quality above the
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Apple Reinvents the Phone with iPhone. Retrieved
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Secret Revealed – Biel Crystal, the giant behind the scene, from Nokia, Motorola to Apple and Samsung.
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In 2005, Biel received its first order of one million pieces of mobile phone cover glass from Motorola.
Quoted from “50% of mobile phone touchscreen glass from Biel Crystal Shenzhen Factory”. Retrieved
http://www.ce.cn/macro/more/201207/16/t20120716_23494950.shtml
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market” and it claims the feasibility to produce mass volume of products “as short as one
week”.6 It obviously appeals to a lot of multinational brands practicing just-in-time
inventory in the global supply chain. In fact, Biel Huizhou is expecting an enormous
annual profit of ¥10 billion for 2013, which is equivalent to one fifth of the total economy
of Huiyang district, where the factory is located7.
Since the production practice and working condition of second-tier suppliers are not
always known by the public, Students and Scholars Against Corporate Misbehaviour
(SACOM) believes it is important to extend our monitoring to these factories so as to
ensure that workers are protected by the Law and that there is no worker abuse.
Factory Profile:
Name

Biel Crystal Manufactory (Huizhou) Company Limited

Location

Biel Crystal Industrial Park , Baishi, Qiuchang,
Huiyang District, Huizhou, Guangdong, China

Estimated workforce

40,000 or above

Age range of workers

18 to 40 years old

Client

Apple, Samsung, HTC, Nokia, Motorola, Huawei,
Xiaomi etc.

Product

Cover glass for touchscreen, front and back cameras
of mobile phones and tablets and watches

Factory campuses (part of)

Plant A – for Apple products
Plant C – for Apple products
Plant D – for Samsung and other products
Plant L1 –for Samsung and other products (under
construction but some parts are in production)
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Company Introduction of Biel Crystal Manufactory Limited. Retrieved
http://www.bielcrystal.com.hk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=107&Itemid=9
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Figures 3 & 4. Guangdong province in China (in dark red);
Biel factories in Guangdong province
(Original maps from Wikimedia Commons)

Research Methodology
Between June and August 2013, SACOM researchers interviewed about 60 frontline
workers through off-site interviews outside Biel Huizhou factory compound and its
nearby workers’ community. Undercover in-house investigation was also conducted.
Workers were initially reluctant to be interviewed, fearing violation of the confidentiality
clause they signed with the factory as well as possible retaliation from the strict
military-style management. To ensure their anonymity, therefore, pseudonyms will be
used throughout this investigative report. .
Findings
1. Use of Labour
Direct recruitment by the factory

Biel Huizhou hires all workers directly through open recruitment. Job advertisements are
posted on Internet forums as well as banners outside the factory compounds. Biel Huizhou
targets a workforce size of 60,000 for full production8.The daily recruitment target now is
500. Its only consideration of job applicants is age, accepting only those aged 18 or above,
although in the recruitment banner a minimum age requirement of 16 years of age is
stated.
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Secret Revealed – Biel Crystal, the giant behind the scene, from Nokia, Motorola to Apple and Samsung.
Retrieved http://optics.ofweek.com/2013-09/ART-250001-8460-28718507.html (in Chinese)
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Figure 5. Long queue of job applicants

Biel does not hire underage workers9, student interns or temporary workers. This can be
considered as relatively rare in China as labour shortage is a general issue nowadays. Biel
exercises total control over the whole recruitment process. According to a statement on its
job openings (Figure 6), “Biel has not delegated any labour agencies or individuals in the
recruitment process. Our Human Resources Department processes all recruitment
applications. Job applicants will have their job interview at the factory’s main gate.”10

Figure 6. Recruitment statement of Biel Huizhou
Source: An online recruitment website, Qianchengwuyou (www.51job.com)
Misleading job advertisement

Interviewed workers accused the job advertisement as misleading. During the recruitment
9

Underage workers are workers under 16 years old.
Recruitment news of Biel Crystal Manufactory (Huizhou) Company. Retrieved
http://search.51job.com/list/co,c,2602391,000000,10,1.html
10

7

process, job applicants were told that the monthly wage was around ¥3,800 to ¥4,500 (as
shown in Figure 7). However, Chen Li, after joining the factory doing double-side
grinding, was disappointed that his wage was only ¥3,100 a month. Wages often vary
among departments depending on size of the order and the processing time needed for
various parts.

Figure 7. Recruitment banner outside the factory
Recruitment procedure

Job applicants are assessed in three areas in the recruitment procedure:
Assessment items

Content

a. Physical test

Squat, stand-up and jogging

b. Eye examination

Applicants’ visual acuity should be at least 0.8

c. Tattoo check

To ensure applicants do not wear any tattoo
(male only)

Figure 8. Half-naked workers for tattoo check
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Once an applicant passes all three assessments, he would be admitted as a worker in Biel
Huizhou.
Blank contract for workers

Workers are asked to sign a work contract when they report to the factory the following
day. This is however a blank contract without any details of probation period and contract
term (see Figure 9). Workers are told that the factory would fill that in for them. They
normally get a copy of their work contract in two weeks but some complained to SACOM
that they could only have it until at least one month later.
When workers resign, they are required to return their contract copy and staff card to the
HR department (see Figure 10). If they refuse, “their wages will not be calculated” which
means the factory will not pay their remaining wages. Workers also said that there was a
fine of ¥200 imposed for losing the work contract.
This practice is in clear violation of the Chinese Labour Law. Article 16 stipulates that
work contract should “specify the rights, interests and obligations of each party” . Work
contract is a proof to the labour relation between the employee and employer. Without a
valid work contract, the factory therefore has room to evade its responsibility when labour
dispute arises.

Figure 9. Note on resignation procedure in Plant D1, Biel Huizhou. Workers are required to return all proof
(work contract and staff card) of their labour relation with the factory on the day they complete the
resignation procedure
The “sloppy” pre-work training

Pre-work training for workers starts after they sign the work contract. Although the
factory claims that it is a 7-day training program, in effect it only lasts for two days. The
training is also not well-organised and does not prepare workers in terms of work safety
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and workers’ rights. Instead, it is mainly about the factory structure, rules and regulations
of Biel Huizhou (see Table 1 for details). Workers also recalled that the fire safety
education was “sloppy and didn’t know what the trainer was talking about”.
Day 1

Day 2

1. Introduction of Biel Huizhou (capital
background, system and structure,
products, awards etc.)

1. Briefing on factory rules and
regulations

2. Introduction of wages calculation, life
in Biel, resignation arrangement,
functions of staff card

2. Arrangement on uniform and/or
cleanroom suit*

3. Work safety

3. Shop-floor briefing

4. Allocating workers to different
departments

4. Distribution of uniform and/or
cleanroom suit*

5. Distribution of staff card
***DISMISS***

***LUNCH***
5. Distribution of shoe cabinet (workers
are required to pay ¥5 for key deposit
and afford the key duplication charge.
They have to return the key when they
resign)
6. Change uniform, visit their assigned
department to understand general
operation and shift assignment
***DISMISS***

Table 1. Schedule of pre-work training in Biel Huizhou.
*Depends on workers’ assigned department

Workers are then assigned to different departments to learn operating the machine. On
the third day, new workers begin to work under the name of “on-site training”. They are
required to complete the same production target as other workers within seven to ten days
in their position (see Table 2 for example).
Division
Brass grinding

Daily production
target per machine
1,008 pcs

Requirement on new workers after pre-work
training
Day 1 - Day 7: No specific target;
Day 8 - Day 10: 50% of the daily target;
From Day 11 onwards: 100% of the daily target
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Single-side
grinding

345 pcs (white);
691 pcs (black)

Day 1 - Day 3: No specific target;
Day 4 - Day 7: 50% of the daily target;
From Day 8 onwards: 100% of the daily target

Double-side
grinding

263 pcs

Day 1 - Day 3: No specific target;
Day 4 - Day 7: 50% of the daily target;
From Day 8 onwards: 100% of the daily target

Table 2: New workers daily production target in Grinding Department

2. Labour Conditions
Exhausting long working hour

Work contract of Biel Huizhou states that the normal working hour is 8 hours per day, i.e.
40 hours a week, and workers are entitled to at least a day off per week (see Figure 10).
Party A (Employer)
Name: Biel Crystal
Manufactory (Huizhou)
Limited

(A)

Both parties agree to choose the
first option listed in below as party
B’s working hour system. (not
exceeding 40 hours), at least one
day off per week.

1. Standard work hour system, meaning
every day work hour is 8 hours (not
exceeding 8 hours), work hour weekly is
40 hours

Figure 10. Work contract of Biel Huizhou
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Shift

First

Second

Third

1-hour Meal break
(Unpaid, take turn)

Day

07:00-19:00

07:30-19:30

08:00-20:00

In between 11:00-14:00

Night

19:00-07:00

19:30-07:30

20:00-08:00

In between 23:00-02:00

Table 3. Working schedule in Biel Huizhou

SACOM, however, finds an entirely different story. There are two shifts in Biel Huizhou –
day shift and night shift; both are divided further into three different time slots (Table 3).
In peak production time, workers have to work 11 hours a day11 and seven days a week.
They can only have a day off at the end of the month due to shift change. The average
overtime work in Biel is around 120 to 140 hours a month. One worker told SACOM that
he once had worked for 185 hours overtime in a month! It again violates the Labour Law
of China as Article 41 stipulates that overtime should not exceed 36 hours per month. It
also violated Apple’s Code of Conduct (CoC), that a workweek with overtime should not
exceed 60 hours and workers should have at least one day off for every seven days.

Figure 11. Overtime work in weekdays, weekends and legal holiday are 60, 115 and 10
hours respectively, totaling 185 hours for that month

Moreover, Apple’s Code of Conduct states that “all overtime shall be voluntary”. In order
for Biel to fulfill this requirement, successful job applicants are indeed required to
“declare their voluntary wish” to work overtime on the day they report to the factory (see
Figure 12). If they refuse to do so, they will not be admitted as Biel workers.

11

The first 8 hours are ordinary work hour and the other 3 hours are counted as overtime.
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Figure 12. Application for overtime work

English translation:

Biel Crystal Manufactory Limited
Application for Overtime Work
joining Biel Crystal Manufactory (Shenzhen) Limited12, I learnt that this is a regular
and legitimate enterprise. It abides by every respective law and regulation in China,
such as enrolling workers in social security system, paying overtime work according
to the Labour Law and signing work contract with workers.
I myself am in good physical condition. In order to earn more overtime wages so as
to increase my income and improve my quality of life, I hereby send in this
application for overtime work to the factory.
This “Application for Overtime Work” is truly initiated by myself and is a voluntary
act. I pledge that I will not hold the factory (Biel) responsible for overtime work,
and will not press for any monetary compensation from it. I also agree to
12

This document is shared between Biel Crystal (Huizhou) and Biel Crystal (Shenzhen).
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recompense the full loss of the factory incurred if in case I break this pledge.
Applicant: (signature)
Date:
Workers cannot reject overtime work since production management will retaliate by
reducing their subsequent overtime duty. In China where workers gain most of the income
by working overtime, this poses a very serious threat to workers’ livelihoods. Workers
thus keep on working even when they are already very much tired out. Almost all workers
interviewed spoke of how tired they were. They told SACOM their lives in Biel Huizhou:
Xiao Liu (Electric coating department)
“There are basketball, snooker, cinema, karaoke, table tennis and badminton
facilities in Biel. But usually I am so tired after work. I return to my dorm right
afterwards. I never use these facilities.”
Xiao Qiu (Quality check department),
“Biel has a lot of orders from Apple and Samsung. There’s no such thing as peak or
non-peak seasons in the factory. Almost every month is a peak season, and we just
work and work. We have to work 3 hours overtime every day from Mondays to
Fridays, and we work another two full day (meaning 11 hours per day) on Saturdays
and Sundays. There is no break at all until we shift duty at the end of each month.”
Wages
a. No allowance – long work for normal pay

Unlike other factories, Biel does not offer any kind of allowances. A worker complained,
“We earn that much because we are working long hour. It is so hard! We don’t have any
allowances like other factories (do), not even heat allowance13!”
Workers’ wages comprise basic salary, overtime pay and performance-related pay. Charge
of meal fee is compulsory, even if workers eat outside or they are on work-injury leave.
Many interviewed workers were clearly upset about this.
Basic salary (¥1,600)
+Overtime Pay (if any)
+Performance-related Bonus (if any)
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Heat allowance is usually issued to workers during summer or for those working in high-temperature
workplace but not in Biel.
14

- Meal fee (compulsory, ¥280, 3 meals a day)
- Social security14 (¥76-¥90.4)
- Accommodation15 (¥60)
- Water and Electricity (shared with other roommates)
- Personal income tax (if any)
= WAGE (usually between 3,000 – 4,000)
Table 4. The normal wage system of general workers in Biel

b. Wage arrears and unilateral pay date settlement
During the recruitment, applicants were told that they would not be paid if they leave the
factory within their first three months in Biel Huizhou. Although we later found it to be a
threat only to weed out those intended to work for short term, workers are indeed not
getting paid if they give up the job or get fired in the first seven days.
Pay day should be set through bilateral negotiation between the employer and employees.
However, Biel sets the date unilaterally and never negotiates with workers. The work
contract states that the pay day is every 25th day of the month. Yet, it in fact fell on the 7th
or 8th day of the month and later it was set as the 15th day. Recently it was again changed
to the 25th day of the month. And, the wage being paid only covers the past whole month,
i.e. the wage for 1 to 31 August was paid only on 25 September. Workers’ wages of the
current month are therefore not paid until the next 25th day. SACOM’s investigation also
reveals that Biel sometimes delays issuing wages for a few days. One interviewee indeed
told SACOM that Biel workers had staged a strike against wage arrears before.
Workers have no say on this pay day arrangement. It is also unfair to have almost one
month of their wages being held up until the next pay day. When workers have to rely on
the wages to cover their expenses at the city and support their family back home, many
find it depressing.
c. Unpaid work
In Biel, line leaders are most affected by unpaid work, as they have to calculate
production target at the end of each shift and handover the task to the next shift.
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Workers were told that ¥76 is deducted for pension premium on the wage slip. However, after
consulting the Social Security Bureau, the amount may indeed include premiums for other social security
items. Workers interviewed in August revealed that the amount of premium has raised to ¥90.4 in summer
2013, but they were not told of the reason.
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It is applicable only for those living in the factory dormitory. Many workers indeed choose to live
outside the factory.
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Since 7 August 2013, however, workers of plant D1 are required to report to work five
minutes ahead. Since workers have to wear cleanroom suit before getting into the
shop-floor, this means that they have to come 10 minutes earlier before work hour begins
which is unpaid.
Social security
Chapter 9 of the Chinese Labour Law states that “Labourers shall be entitled to social
insurance treatment in any one of the following cases: (1) Retirement; (2) Suffering from
diseases or injuries; (3) Becoming disabled during work or suffer occupational diseases;
(4) Becoming jobless; (5) Giving births” (Article 73). On this basis, social security system
in China contains Pension, Work-related Injury Insurance, Medical Insurance,
Unemployment Insurance and Maternity Insurance. Both employer and employees share
the premiums of Pension, Medical and Unemployment Insurances, while Work-related
Injury and Maternity Insurance are solely the responsibility of the employer.
SACOM again discover serious violation of Biel in the social security system:
a. Delayed enrolment in social security system
Workers in Biel are not covered with social security for at least six months after joining
the factory. This is in violation of the Social Insurance Law of China, which stipulates that
employer should handle the worker’s registration in the system within 30 days of
employment (Article 58, Chapter 7).
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Figure 13. Copies of wage slip of a worker. It shows the illegal delay of social security
coverage (in red) and the compulsory meal fee (in blue)

b. Ambiguous calculation in pension premium
Biel’s wage system is simple but unclear, e.g. there is suspicious deduction from workers’
wages for pension. The Law stipulates that pension premium should be calculated based
on the worker’s actual monthly wage. But Biel applies a fixed premium of ¥76 (increased
to ¥90.4 since summer 2013). This would in turn impacts on the calculation of personal
income tax.
c. Unclear social security premiums and social security card withheld
Biel workers are not well-informed about their social security status. Despite the wage
slip indicating the payment of pension premium, with SACOM’s confirmation with the
Social Security Bureau, the said premium could be a lump sum of various social security
17

premiums. Biel should indeed clearly reveal the premium payment details on the wage
slip.
Biel also withholds social security card from workers and requires them to each pay ¥30
to receive the card. Only workers enrolled in the scheme are provided with the card for
medical care and other related services. In effect, Biel is making money from withholding
workers’ entitled benefits. Since workers generally are not aware of their rights, those who
do not have the card therefore have to afford their own medical expenses which should
have already been covered by the medical insurance of the social security scheme. As Biel
workers are mainly migrants from other regions, they do not enjoy local benefits which
makes their living cost in Huizhou much higher.
When comparing the “Confirmation on Work-related Injury” of different workers, we also
found that Biel is not covering Work-related Injury Insurance premium for all workers:

Work-related Injury Insurance =
No

Work-related Injury Insurance =
YES

Figure 14. Copies of “Confirmation Letter of Decision on Recognizing Work-related Injury”
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Meal
During SACOM’s investigation, workers are most angry about the compulsory meal fee,
which is charged even if they eat outside or they are on work-injury leave.

Picture 15. Breakfast in Biel

Xiao Ming, a worker from Fine Grinding Department said:
“The factory always gives us stale food for meal. And, no matter what you have to
pay ¥280. It is totally unfair! I only have my lunch there. For breakfast and dinner, I’d
rather eat outside. It takes me another ¥700 - ¥800 a month for these extra meals.”
Accommodation

Figure 16. Biel worker dormitory viewed from outside
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Biel workers either live in the factory dormitory or rent a room nearby. For the dormitory,
the rent is ¥60 a month. It is a shared room for 12 people. Shower is provided inside the
room from 7am to 10pm. Each floor is equipped with one water boiler for drinking water.
Workers are allocated to the dormitory on a random basis, such that day and night shift
workers could share the same room. Since Biel only has two shifts, workers seldom meet
their roommates. Workers also do not feel safe to live there since theft is common. In
addition, if workers are found using high power output electronic device or change bed
with other workers, their performance marks will be deducted and fine will be imposed .
Cleaners only take care of the public space. Therefore, workers have to take care of the
hygiene of their room. In June 2013, workers complained a lot for not having electric fans
in the room during the hot summer. By early August 2013, each room is installed with two
electric fans.
Even so, workers tend to live in the nearby community as they want to have more
freedom and to stay in a safer environment.

Figure 17. Inside of the dormitory. 12 people share a room and workers are required
to clean the room by themselves.

3. Work Safety
Believing in “efficiency first, safety last”, Biel regards measures of improving
occupational safety and health (OSH) as cost. To maximize profit, Biel chases after
production target at the expense of workers’ safety. Workers told SACOM that there were
no medical rooms in Biel Huizhou. They were provided only basic first-aid appliances
such as bandages, eye drops, alcohol-based hand sanitizer, and Chinese herbal medicines.
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While conducting undercover investigation, SACOM discovered that Biel’s workplace is
abounded with hazards and OSH problems.
Potential fire hazards
Because workforce grew 500 per day and new factory plants were still building, Biel shop
floors were packed with products and shelves. Within the plants, there were no fire
escapes and fire extinguishers were completely out of reach. With the use of Inflammable
chemicals (such as acetone and alcohol) were heavily used. Given that workers generally
lack fire safety training, SACOM finds the whole situation worrying.
Chemicals misuse and inadequate PPEs
Although toxic chemicals such as acetone, thinner, liquid diamond, polishing slurry,
potassium nitrate and alcohol were widely used in grinding and cleaning glass, workers
were not informed about potential dangers of the chemicals.They can only read the
chemical label like Figure 18 below, yet not all chemicals are labeled. Workers only know
they have been poisoned by the time they feel unwell. Biel workers are therefore at risk of
some occupational diseases, the symptoms of which may not be exposed within short
period of time.

Figure 18. Label of Liquid Diamond taken from the Department of Brass Grinding.
Although read as “Non Toxic LIQUID DIAMOND Compound”, it is toxic and can cause
serious damage to certain human organs through long-term exposure

According to the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry in the United States
(1995), inhaling moderate to high-level of acetone can cause “nose, throat, lung, and eye
irritation; headaches; light-headedness; confusion; increased pulse rate; effects on blood;
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nausea; vomiting; unconsciousness and possibly coma; and shorten-ing of the menstrual
cycle in women”. If one is exposed to acetone, the chemical can easily penetrate into
one’s blood circulation systems and spread all over the body.
However, in the Department of Vendor Managed Inventory (VMI) in Biel, workers were
frequently exposed to acetone when they cleaned the glass. Although every work desk has
been installed with a small fan to speed up evaporation of acetone, the shop-floor is
air-conditioned such that it was filled with high level of acetone vapour. When workers
squeezed acetone out of bottles, the liquid easily got into their eyes and they needed to
wash their eyes immediately with special devices. Although workers commonly suffered
from eye irritation, they were not equipped with protective goggles and the only personal
protective equipment (PPE) they had were disposable surgical masks which are useless in
protecting them from acetone vapour. Workers were however provided with hand gloves
and finger cots, which they thought were used “for protecting the glasses”.
Thinner is used in the Waxing Department for wiping glasses. During SACOM’s
investigation, workers were not always given hand gloves and face masks. Many workers
suffered from skin allergy and had blisters on their hands. Even when they were
sometimes provided with hand gloves and masks, workers were generally reluctant to use
them. Since workers have to wash glasses so frequently, if their hands are kept wet in the
gloves for an entire day that would make them feel very uneasy. Besides misusing
chemicals, insufficient PPEs and a lack of monitor altogether put workers in danger.
If workers wanted to change their worn out PPEs to a new set during work, they were
required to register with the management. Workers on probation were only provided with
low-end PPEs like disposable surgical mask and cloth gloves, while experienced workers
were provided with carbon-fibre masks and plastic gloves.
Employer should no doubt be responsible to provide sufficient PPEs to ensure workers’
safety. Yet, according to workers of the clean room, they were required to pay ¥20 as
deposit for their cleanroom suits. It was refundable only when the worker resigns and
follows through the regular resignation procedure, which is in fact extremely difficult in
Biel.
Indeed, the target-oriented ideology of Biel is shown in production practice. For instance,
in August 2013 the factory began to ration wax removal paper to 40 pieces per shift every
day. Obviously these are not enough for the production use, but the factory only ordered
line management to “deal with this matter by themselves”. It is perhaps not surprising if
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Biel lowers their cost even further by cutting its budget on providing suitable PPEs to
workers.

Figure 19. Memorandum on rationing wax removal papers

Worse still, Biel provides substandard PPEs to workers. Chen, a worker from the
Supporting Department, cut his toe accidentally while using an electric saw on tiles.
Although he was wearing a pair of industrial shoes provided by Biel, the shoes were not
equipped with steel as supposed and consequently led to Chen’s injury.
Xiao Bing, from the Fine Grinding Department, described the shop-floor as “dirty”.
“Everywhere (in the shop-floor) is dirty. Everyday before we are off duty, we use vacuum
cleaner to clean the shop-floor. At work, I am covered with mud, i.e. the grinding powder.
It hurts my skin so much! Many new workers suffer from skin allergy”. Glass residue is
also produced during the grinding process, and workers have not been provided with
suitable protective masks and many of them found glass residue in their nose after work.
As a result, workers were at great risk of occupational diseases like lung cancer and
silicosis.
Workers from the Quality Check Department also complained about their stingy eyes and
fear of having shortsightedness because of having to check glasses under strong light for
long hours every day without regular breaks.
Even though the Chinese labour law requires employer to provide workers with medical
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check-ups regularly, and some interviewees told SACOM that the management informed
them workers were entitled to have medical check-up once a year, yet no workers had
every received this. SACOM is very disappointed at Biel for putting workers under the
risk of occupational diseases.
Work pressure and fatigue
During SACOM’s investigation, workers from Departments of Polishing, Fine Carving,
Waxing, Brass Grinding, Single-side Grinding, and Double-side Grinding were all
required to stand all day for production operation. Many workers complained about their
sore legs and feet. At the same time, workers from the Quality Check Department also
complained about their painful waists due to prolonged sitting. All these are attributable to
the fact that workers could not leave their work station easily during their long working
hours of the day.
Moreover, due to high staff turnover, workers had to take up extra workload to meet
production targets. In some departments, workers were told to operate more than one
machine. For instance, a worker from the Silk Printing Department told SACOM that he
had to operate six machines at the same time. “I keep running from one machine to
another everyday. I am dog-tired.”
Workers revealed that the high production target in Biel actually wore out not only
workers but also machines. Many machines have been overly used and hence always
under maintenance. Although there were a lot of supporting technicians for machine
maintenance, these inferior machines were usually the cause of work injuries – a
dangerous hidden bomb posing constant threats to workers.
Work-related injury
The hospital partner of Biel Huizhou is Sanhe Hospital, which is the first privately-owned
hospital in Guangdong province. Sanhe is divided into three hospitals where the main
hospital, “New Sanhe”, and the branch hospital, “Old Sanhe”, are linked as “cooperation
unit” to Biel Huizhou. All injured workers of Biel are sent to New Sanhe’s emergency
room.
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Figure 20. Front entrance of “New Sanhe”

A junior doctor in Sanhe Hospital told SACOM researcher:
Most of the patients in our ward, apart from those injured in car accidents, are
from the (Biel) factory. Around 70% of our ambulance service is for Biel.
This is clearly indicative of how dangerous Biel’s workplace is.
a. Crippled hands for shiny glasses
Through SACOM’s visit to Sanhe Hospital, we found that many Biel workers suffered
from bone fracture as a result of the lack of proper job training and PPEs at work. These
cases are common in both the Departments of Coarse and Fine Grinding in Biel. Ding, in
his late 20s working on fine grinding, is a case in point. His work routine was like this:
first, he put pieces of raw glass into the plastic mold in between the upper and lower
plates, each plate weighing about 350 kilograms; secondly, he then operated the grinding
machine; and third, he took out the glass with his bare hands.
One day, when he was taking out the glass from the machine, the upper plate suddenly fell
down and his left palm got smashed. He was then sent to Sanhe Hospital. He was later
told that the accident was caused by a broken screw in the grinding machine. It is reported
that there are at least ten such cases in Biel Huizhou in the past two years.
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Figures 21 & 22. The crippled left palm of Ding from the Grinding Department, and a
fractured worker from the Central Cutting Department

b. Denial of work injury assessment result
According to the Law, when the injured worker is in a relatively stable condition after
treatment, he should be sent to authorized assessment centre for labour ability assessment.
The one-off work-related injury insurance compensation amount will depend on the
assessment result. For example, grade 7 of work injury means the worker, though capable
of self-care, has lost partial work ability requires general medical care as a result of
damage to or deformity of an organ and is having moderate functional deficiencies or
complications.
According to Article 35 of Regulation on Work-Related Injury Insurances
(2010), the worker should receive the following compensation:
1) A disability allowance, equivalent to the employee's wages for 13 months, shall be
paid from work-related injury insurance funds; and
2) upon termination of the labour contract at the end of the term thereof, or upon
dissolution of the labour contract at the request of the employee, the employer shall
pay the work-related injury medical allowance and disability employment
allowance in a lump sum. The specific standards shall be stipulated by the people's
governments of provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly under the
central government.
In Huizhou, the allowance standard of the one-time work-related injury medical
allowance is the employee’s wages for 25 months and the one-time disability employment
allowance is the employee’s wages for six months. The term “employee’s wages” should
be seen as the average monthly wage of the worker before the injury. However, many
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injured workers criticized Biel for violating this Law, by only seeing the minimum wage
of Huizhou city as worker’s monthly wage.
SACOM was told that Biel rejected the assessment result very often and sent workers to
be reassessed in different centres. In one case, a worker was first sent for assessment
within Huizhou city but Biel rejected the result, thinking “that the level of injury is too
high for his case”. The worker was asked to go to a provincial-level centre for
reassessment. In the end, the result remained the same as the first one but Biel refused to
discuss anything about compensation to the worker. According to Article 41, Chapter 4 of
the Social Insurance Law of China, employer who does not purchase Work-related Injury
Insurance for workers is responsible to the payment of the insurance benefit to the worker.
Since not all Biel workers are enrolled in the work-related injury insurance, some are
therefore completely subject to Biel’s decision of the compensation and are forced to
accept a rather low amount after a tiresome lonely fight with the company.
There are other ways for Biel to refuse paying compensation. For instance, it threatens
injured workers to swipe staff card every morning when they are discharged, or they will
be fined. The factory will then ask them to return to work. At first, production target is set
lower than other ordinary workers. In only a few days’ time, however, injured workers are
required to reach the same production target as others. It causes a lot of pressure to them
both physically and mentally. Hence, some injured workers choose to leave Biel before
getting any compensation.
When an injured worker requests for work injury compensation, Biel will ask the worker
to resign first. As mentioned previously, resigning workers have to return their work
contract copy and staff card to the HR Department. The proof of work relation between
the worker and the factory has thus gone. We therefore see how Biel is trying every means
to eschew the responsibility of paying compensation to injured workers.
Theoretically, those who are enrolled in the Work-related Injury Insurance should be paid
directly by the Social Security Bureau. In reality, workers in fact receive compensation
from Biel, and the amount of which is less than what it should be from the Social Security
Bureau. Workers suspected that this practice allows the room for Biel to “decide” the
amount of compensation to be given. We therefore urge Biel to respond to the rationale of
this practice.
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c. Unfair treatment to injured workers
i) Wage deduction from injured workers

When an injured worker is on work injury leave, he is not paid with the normal wage16 as
required by the Law. Instead, only basic salary is being paid after deducting the
compulsory meal fee of ¥280, social security premium, and accommodation and utilities if
he lives in the dormitory. Thus, the actual wage an injured worker gets from Biel amounts
only¥1,200 to ¥1,52017.
Workers are often angry at such policy. Chen, from the Supporting Department who had
his toes cut at work, said, “Look! I am already injured. This is completely nonsense! I am
on leave and not having any meals in Biel. How can they deduct meal fee from my wage?
I talked with a management staff about this. She said they are just following Biel’s policy.
I asked where is the policy? She just kept repeating the same answer.”
ii) No nursing care for injured workers

The Work-related Injury Insurance Law states clearly that employer is responsible to
support nursing care arrangement for injured workers. However, Biel has been trying to
eschew this legal responsibility.
A worker from the Central Cutting Department suffered from a bone fracture in her waist
when she fell on the ground at work. Her husband had to take leave from work and
travelled to Huizhou to take care of her. Yet Biel refused to pay any subsidy to her
husband, “The factory said to my husband, ‘she is your wife. You are her family and
should take care of her. You don’t get money from taking care of your family.’”
Biel sometimes sends workers from the same department to take care of the injured but
the factory does not pay any subsidy to the caring worker either. Even if one takes care of
the injured during the night, there is no overtime pay and also no provision of
transportation fee etc. Thus, workers are unwilling to take this up and prefer to work
overtime in the factory instead.
4. Military-style management
Like another Apple’s partner Foxconn, Biel has adopted a military-style management with
huge team of security staff and strict but arbitrary punitive system. Workers are required
to obtain off-duty permit for toilet breaks. The whole atmosphere in Biel is tense.
16

Normal wage means the average monthly salary workers would get, including the average overtime pay
and allowances and bonus, if any.
17
The monthly basic salary for general worker is ¥1,600, while for security guard who worked over 1 year,
the monthly basic salary is ¥1,800.
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Arbitrary punitive system

Many workers in Biel have more than one mobile phone - one ordinary smartphone and
another low-end phone for basic communication in workplace since they are not allowed
to take any recording devices into the factory. Anyone breaching this rule will have will
be fined and their phone forfeited. One worker told SACOM, “There is no fixed penalty at
all. It all depends on the management.”
Workers are fined for not reaching daily production target too. “If we obey the line
management and sign the fine memo, we only have to pay ¥30 to ¥50; otherwise, the fine
will be ¥100 to ¥500”, said a cleanroom worker.
Since there are fines for not meeting production target, both workers and line management
could not afford to follow safety instructions. A worker from plant D2 told SACOM, “The
fine is high. We dare not to slow down. What the line leader cares is production target, so
we just speed up our work even by violating the operation regulation”.
There are various fine in Biel, such as:
Violation Items

Penalty

Not queuing up for swiping staff card
after work

Fine varies

Helping other to swipe staff card after
work

Get fired immediately

Absence from work without reason

¥500

Smoking in non-smoking area

¥300

Fallen asleep during work

¥200-¥300

Breaking glass (per piece)

¥100

Dropping finger cots on the floor

¥20

Table 6. Some of the penalty in Biel Huizhou
There is no fine item in the wage slip, as the Law states clearly that it is illegal to set up a
punitive system with workers18. Instead, the fine is shown as a negative amount in the
“performance-related bonus” item since it is deducted from it (see Picture 23.).

18

Regulations on Labour and Social Security Inspection of Guangdong Province, Article 51.
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Figure 23. Wage slip showing penalty as a negative amount in worker’s
performance-related bonus
Huge team of security staff

When workers talked about security guards in the factory, they usually described them as
“dogs”. They spoke a lot on the bad attitude of security staff, such as verbal humiliation
on workers.
With a work force of 40,000, the factory has around 2,000 security staff. They can be
spotted everywhere in the factory ground and the surrounding areas of the factory.
Together with the surveillance system both within and outside of the factory, it indicates
Biel’s exertion of control over its workers.

Figure 24. Security team (in green uniform) marches neatly in the compound

Biel workers are assigned to different canteens for meals based on their different
coloured-uniform. Security staff patrols in every canteen to ensure that no worker is
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taking meals in non-assigned canteen or wasting food. Workers are fined heavily and will
be humiliated by security staff publicly if they are caught. Workers often complain this as
inhumane. It is also one reason why workers rather not having meals in the canteen.
Off-duty permit

Like Foxconn, Biel requires workers to obtain off-duty permit for toilet breaks. Check-out
time is marked by line management and each permit lasts 15 minutes. Workers will be
fined if they return late. Each worker can only have a maximum of two permits per day.
No leave or resignation

It is very difficult for Biel workers to take leave. Even if they are sick, they are required to
take leave in person with official document issued by the hospital. No sick leave
application via phone is considered.
During peak production time when taking leave of absence is almost impossible, many
workers would rather give up their wages and leave on their own. To avoid high turnover,
Biel has set up quotas for resignation. In departments with a size of 500 workers, the
monthly quota for resignation is two. A worker told SACOM that he had been waiting for
four months to resign his job. Some even said, “Probably I have to wait for resignation
until I die”.
If a worker is absent from work continually for three days, he is regarded as giving up his
job and will not be paid for his remaining salary. This means that those who wish to leave
immediately will have to forgo at least half of their monthly salary. This makes workers
anxious about their situation of not able to leave the factory without losing their money.
Testimonies of suicides in Biel

Indeed, there have been a lot of testimonies from interviewed workers and weibo (a
Chinese microblog site) about worker suicides in Biel. These cases are hard to verify due
to the restriction of bringing smartphones and recording devices into the factory
compound and the fast mobility of security staff to block the news from the public. But
there has been a lot of discussion among workers.
According to workers’ testimonies, since 2011, there have been at least five suicides in
Biel Huizhou. In this October, a worker jumped off the factory building. It is believed that
his suicide is due to the suspended wage pay day from the 15th day to the 25th day of the
month and the difficulty to resign.
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Figure 25. Weibo discussion on the August 2013 suicide

During SACOM’s investigation, we met with a worker who witnessed a suicide two years
ago:
“I was working at that time. My line leader told us there was a dead body lying
outside. After work, I went out for meal and saw the corpse. It lay right in front of
the entrance of canteen no.1. They used a coach to seal off the scene. A lot of
security staff surrounded it and asked us to go immediately. I heard that was because
the worker did not finish his breakfast so he argued with the security staff and
jumped off from the canteen.”

Figure 26. Security staff in canteen

Interviewees told us that another suicide took place in the canteen recently. In early
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August 2013, a worker from Fine Carving Department of A1 plant jumped from the fifth
floor of the canteen. It is believed that he got into a fight with the security staff in the
canteen when he was having breakfast after his night shift. A memorandum on lodging
complains was released around the time of his suicide:

Figure 27. Memorandum on lodging complains

Sadly, another suicide took place in May 2013. Interviewees reported that a woman only
worked two months in Biel jumped off from the factory for being unable to get approval
to take leave for rest. Interview further revealed that the woman had not been granted a
day off since she started working in Biel.
Date

Reported Details

25 October 2013

A male worker in his 30s from plant C6A
jumped off from the eighth floor of the
factory for being unable to resign and
pay suspension between 15 and 25
October of the month.

8 August 2013

Around 6:59am, a male worker in his
30s from fine grinding department of
plant A1 jumped off from the fifth floor
of the canteen building. It was said that
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he argued with a security staff for not
letting him get another piece of bread
after his bread had fallen on the ground.
10 May 2013

Around 6:50am, a 27-year-old female
worker from silk printing department (B)
of plant D2 jumped off the factory
building.

12 January 2013

In the morning, a female worker in her
30s from silk printing department (A) of
plant A6 jumped off from the sixth floor
of the factory building. It was believed
that she was rejected for taking leave
and was fined for ¥200.

20 June 2011

Around 5:55pm, a worker from plant A2
jumped off from the fourth floor of the
canteen building. It is believed to be the
first suicide case of Biel Huizhou.
Table 7. Recent suicides in Biel Huizhou as told by workers

5. Welfare in Biel
Biel workers do not enjoy much welfare. They are only entitled to free shuttle bus service
to the commercial area in nearby town and library service in factory. There are free film
screenings on public holidays. However, not all workers could see the films as only those
chosen by the management could attend. In fact, none of our interviewees had ever been
selected to enjoy the benefit.

Figure 28. Free film ticket issued from Biel (only selected workers can enjoy this benefit)

Since workers are busy and services offered at the recreational centre charged much
higher price than the ones outside the factory, few workers go there after work. For
instance, renting a karaoke room costs¥40 per hour, playing snooker ¥5 an hour and
watching film in normal days about ¥10 - ¥15 per screening.
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In Biel, there is a worker counseling centre where several in-resident psychologists
provide workers with counseling services.
6. Ineffective trade union and grievance system
Although there is a trade union in Biel, it does not represent workers’ interests at all.
SACOM found that there was a notice about worker representatives meeting, yet none of
the interviewed workers had heard of such meeting.
When researcher asked a staff at the recreational centre about the union in Biel, she
replied with complete ignorant to the union. Meanwhile, neither were workers familiar
uion activities nor do they know who the chairperson of the union was. Some workers
said they did not know there was a trade union in Biel until last Mid-Autumn Festival
when the union distributed mooncakes and red packets to disabled workers in Biel.
However, workers regarded the activity as a “show”.
The grievance system in Biel contains a 24-hour counseling hotline, one mailbox to
factory director and another to chief manager. In order to successfully lodge complaints,
workers have to provide their name and work unit. “If you don’t write it clearly, we
cannot handle it”, said a HR staff in the pre-work training session.
However, complaints were not treated seriously. A worker told SACOM that he had once
complained directly to the management about food quality in the canteen, however, the
response he received was “If you think it is unreasonable, leave.”
Workers’ voices
Biel Huizhou produces around 60% of the cover glass of Apple’s products and 20% of
Samsung products. Both brands are giants in the global electronic industry but Biel
workers do not benefit from them.
“I only earn ¥3,000 to ¥4,000 a month. An iPhone 5s costs ¥5,200, more than my monthly
wage. I somehow feel ridiculous because I produce them but I can never afford to buy one.
The money I earn even cannot fully support my parents and children at home,” said a
worker who was expecting her second child.
“I think Apple should hear our voices. Although they did not cause our work injuries
directly , they are the one sending orders to Biel. If Apple knows our situation, they should
speak to Biel and improve our working condition and give us compensation according to
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the Law,” said a 30-year-old security staff whose knee bone got fractured while doing
traffic control between shifts.
Conclusion and demands
After two years of Apple’s “improvement programme” with Fair Labor Association (FLA)
in three Foxconn factories, SACOM expects that the working condition of Apple’s
suppliers should have improved. However, our investigation reveals that Biel Huizhou is
actually “Foxconn the second” and Biel workers are treated like robots under high work
pressure in the name of “work quality”. Labour rights are abused so much so that it is
totally unacceptable. As have been demonstrated in this report, excessive and forced
overtime, exposing workers to the risks of occupational diseases and work injuries,
unilateral pay day, unfair punitive system and off-duty permits, have all been found in
Biel.
SACOM’s demands to Biel Crystal:
1. To write down all terms of employment in work contract before asking workers to
sign the contract;
2. To provide adequate training on occupational health and safety as well as protection
and health examination to workers;
3. To ensure workers can work under a safe environment;
4. To provide a living wage for all workers so that workers do not have to rely on
overtime work to make ends meet;
5. To enroll all workers in the social security system within 30 days of their work as
required by the Law;
6. To inform workers clearly about their wages and social security status;
7. To provide workers entitled benefit such as social security cards;
8. To provide compensation and assistance to injured workers in accordance with the
Regulation on Work-Related Injury Insurances;
9. To reform their compulsory meal fee system;
10. To explain the suicides occurred since 2011;
11. To change management practices to respect workers’ dignity;
12. To abolish stand operation and give workers appropriate breaks regularly; and
13. To reform the existing unions and enable workers to select their representative in
accordance with the Trade Union Law of China;
SACOM’s demand to Apple:
Apple, as the biggest buyer of Biel Crystal, should comply with its corporate social
responsibility and urge Biel Crystal to act upon the above demands. Moreover, buyers of
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Apple should comply with their respective code of conduct. Interviewed workers revealed
that brands always have representatives to monitor the productivity and quality of
products on shop floor. Therefore, brands should be well aware of the working condition
in Biel. They have no excuse to deny responsibility of labour abuses.
Apple should ensure good communication between front-line workers and management of
Apple suppliers and engage with local labour organisations to ensure improvements of
working conditions. Besides, Apple should provide consumers transparency and inform
them about the steps they take and the promises they make for improvements.
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