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1. Introduction 

 

Democratic, representative trade unions are an effective way to promote workers’ 

rights. The Apple Supplier Code of Conduct, updated and effective 1 January 2017, 

highlights the workers’ fundamental rights to freedom of association and collective 

bargaining: “Supplier shall freely allow workers’ lawful rights to associate with others, 

form, and join (or refrain from joining) organizations of their choice, and bargain 

collectively, without interference, discrimination, retaliation, or harassment.” 1 

Although Codes of Conduct produced by many multinational companies and industry 

associations (such as the Electronic Industry Citizenship Coalition) pledge to honour 

workers’ rights to form trade unions, in China the process is dominated by 

management in the workplace and is ultimately controlled by the state. This report 

reviews the current status of trade union organisation in the context of China, 

specifically examining the Taiwanese-owned Hon Hai Precision Industry Company 

better known as the Foxconn Technology Group (hereafter Foxconn). The report 

focuses on workers’ understanding and expectations of the role of a trade union; 

workers’ participation in trade union activities; and the responsibilities of Foxconn – 

the largest supplier to Apple and many other multinationals – to ensure workers’ rights 

to organise a union. It also calls for the establishment of workers’ rights to freedom of 

association and collective bargaining in China and worldwide. 
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2. Methodology 

 

The findings of this report are based on surveys and interviews. This includes 685 

questionnaires collected by SACOM (Students and Scholars Against Corporate 

Misbehaviour) using workers’ referrals between 15 March and 7 April 2013. These 

focused on trade union development in Foxconn within three large production sites in 

Shenzhen, Guangdong (including the Longhua and Guanlan factories) and in Wuhan, 

Hubei. In addition, between January and March 2015, researchers conducted semi-

structured interviews with 20 Foxconn workers at their factory dormitories and other 

public spaces to learn about any involvement they may have had in the union.  

 

Foxconn founder and Chief Executive Terry Gou appointed Chen Peng, his special 

assistant, to lead the newly set up union on 1 January 2007 – an appointment that 

lasted more than a decade. Under Chen’s leadership, the centralised company union’s 

executive committee expanded from an initial four representatives in 2007 to 23,000 

representatives by December 2012, with membership reaching 93% of the company’s 

million-strong workforce.2 With this impressive growth, Foxconn has become not 

only China’s largest industrial employer but also the country’s biggest union. 

 

This report reviews company publications and documents the author’s direct 

communications with Apple Inc. and the Fair Labor Association (FLA, Foxconn’s 

external auditor from 2012 to 2016, commissioned by Apple) on 16 December 20133 

and 13 February 2017,4 respectively. As early as 14 October 2016, Apple Inc. 

“discontinued its affiliation” as a member of the FLA, thereby terminating the multi-

year FLA contractual service of inspecting the selected Foxconn factories in China. 

On that date, according to the FLA assessors, Apple’s “code of conduct was in 

alignment with the FLA code elements related to employment relationship; non-

discrimination; harassment or abuse; forced labour; and health, safety, and 

environment.” However, it did not meet the FLA standards with respect to “child 

labour, freedom of association, hours of work, and compensation” (our emphasis).5 

Despite requests for comments from Apple’s Supplier Responsibility Program on 14 
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February 2017, the author had not received any response.6 

 

3. Foxconn’s Worker Suicides 

 

In 2010, 18 workers aged 17 to 25 years attempted suicide at Foxconn facilities across 

China; 14 resulted in death, while the remaining four resulted in crippling injuries.7 

In response to these tragedies Foxconn and the Chinese government, including the 

All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), vowed to protect young employees’ 

health and well-being.8 Above all, CEO Terry Gou promised to rebuild the union to 

make it more responsive to workers’ needs. 

 

In August 2010, Foxconn trade union leader Chen Peng told the media, “We hope 

employees will express their concerns through established and proper channels. We 

also want to ensure that employees understand that suicide is a cowardly act.”9 One 

worker, when asked about the role of the company union, responded: “How can we 

trust the union chairwoman when she is a special assistant to the CEO?”10  

 

However, Auret van Heerden, president and CEO of the Fair Labor Association until 

2013, defended Foxconn’s four-tier, well-defined trade union structure, which 

comprises: 15,810 Trade Union Line Units (i.e., production-line union units); 84 

Business Unit Unions; 13 Business Group Unions; and one Group Union (i.e., the 

centralised union executive committee ultimately in charge). Besides, it should not 

come as a surprise that Foxconn union elections, like those of most of corporations in 

China, were “often management-nominated.” In van Heerden’s own words, “This is a 

fairly common situation in Chinese factories where unions are present but it does not 

meet the requirements of the Trade Union Law and the Regulations on Collective 

Bargaining.”11 
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4. Foxconn Labour Unrest 

 

Foxconn workers’ concerns over wage and promotion inequalities, sexual harassment, 

and other forms of humiliation were shared among peers. In September 2012, a 21-

year-old worker’s first-hand report took the form of an open letter to Foxconn’s chief 

executive. It read:12 

  

“If you don’t want to be loudly awakened at night from deep sleep, 

If you don’t want to constantly rush about again by airplane, 

If you don’t want to be investigated again by the Fair Labor Association, 

If you don’t want your company to be called a sweatshop, 

Please treat us with a little humanity. 

 

Please allow us a little human self-esteem. 

Don’t let your hired ruffians rifle through our bodies and belongings. 

Don’t let your hired ruffians harass female workers. 

Don’t let your lackeys treat every worker like the enemy. 

Don’t arbitrarily berate or, worse, beat workers for the slightest mistake. 

 

You should understand that working in your factories: 

Workers live at the lowest level, 

Tolerating the most intense work, 

Earning the lowest pay, 

Accepting the strictest regulation, 

And enduring discrimination everywhere. 

Even though you are my boss, and I am a worker: 

I have the right to speak to you on an equal footing.” 

 

The sense in which the protestor uses “right” is not narrowly confined to the realm of 

legal rights. On behalf of the workers living “at the lowest level” in the company, he 

called for a public discussion with CEO Terry Gou “on an equal footing.” He 
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demanded that Gou, senior management, and the company union act responsibly 

toward workers. His letter ended with three reminders: 

 

“1. Please remember, from now on, to treat your subordinates as humans, and require 

that they treat their subordinates, and their subordinates, and their subordinates, as 

humans. 

 

2. Please remember, from now on, those of you who are riding a rocket of fast 

promotions and earning wages as high as heaven compared to those on earth, to 

change your attitude that Taiwanese are superior. 

 

3. Please remember, from now on, to reassess the responsibilities of the company 

union so that genuine trade unions can play an appropriate role.” 

 

In the wake of the September 2012 “factory riot” at a Foxconn plant in Taiyuan, 

Shanxi, this bottom-up demand to reorganise the company union was completely 

ignored – like similar demands in the past.13 
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5. Towards Foxconn’s Trade Union Reforms? 

 

In February 2015, on the 20th anniversary of the passage of the national labour law, 

Chinese union federation spokesperson Guo Jun condemned Foxconn for its forced 

labour practices, including overworking its employees and allegedly causing them to 

commit suicide. In response, Foxconn issued a statement the very next day: 

“Overtime is a challenge that all companies face … the employees want to earn more 

by working more.”14 We can add that, after years of engagement between Foxconn, 

the FLA, and Apple, the Foxconn union remains underdeveloped. 

 

At the heart of the problem is the lack of meaningful worker participation. Our 

questionnaire survey revealed that only 16.9% of respondents (116 persons) had union 

membership – far from the self-reported company membership figure of 93%. Even if 

many are officially “counted” as members, as discussed below, they themselves do 

not know it and do not know anything about union, let alone how their union works. 
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5.1. A Trade Union Disconnected from its Workers 

 

The 2013 survey data shows that 64.3% of workers did not know who the Chair of the 

Foxconn’s trade union was – even when Chen Peng had led the centralised union 

since 1 January 2007. One worker interviewee elaborated: 

 

“Not many workers knew about the company union elections. The 

promotional posters were placed in the dark corners in the factory. 

The management did not do it for our information. They did it to 

complete the standard process only.”  

 

In early 2015, the involvement of rank-and-file workers in union elections was 

extremely limited. Participation by the few that were aware of the elections was not 

welcome. A worker explained his frustration: 

 

“Initially I showed my interest to participate in the union election 

and the preparatory meetings. The trade union staff did not refuse 

me right away, but they did not give me any further details either. 

Some managers even put it bluntly that ‘as a worker,’ I’m not 

qualified to run for an election. He meant that only those who’ve 

got the endorsement from the management can join the 

forthcoming election.” 

 

Discouraging workers eager to participate in the union acted as a strong deterrent to 

those less determined to take part, thereby widely dampening worker participation. As 

workers were barely represented in the union, their voices were marginalized. 
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5.2. Workers See the Trade Union as an Extension of 

Management 

 

In the eyes of many interviewed workers, the union is an extension of management. 

One worker put it clearly: “The union sides with the bosses. It does not represent us.” 

Another worker echoed this: “There’s no active, popular engagement in the union. 

Some of us are automatically signed in to the union membership list, without knowing 

our rights and responsibilities.”  

 

Even worse, in manipulating the elections, supervisors explicitly instructed workers to 

cast their votes to the designated candidates. Out of fear of retaliation, workers have 

followed the managerial instructions. A worker admitted the following fact:  

 

“We’re asked by our supervisors to check the right box. What’s 

laughable is that all the candidates are complete strangers to me. 

Afterwards, I checked the information about the winner, and found 

out that he’s a senior manager from the same department [as me]! 

But I’ve never heard of him. I believe that all the winners were 

handpicked by the senior management.” 

 

Another worker concluded: “After all, we have no idea who’s running for the 

elections. Perhaps only our boss knows about them!” 
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5.3. Non-confidential Trade Union Grievance System and its 

Ineffectiveness 

 

When asked about their experiences of seeking help from the union, most of the 

interviewed workers described their experiences as failures. A worker at the 

maintenance department and his colleagues filed a collective complaint about the 

attitude of their line leader. The worker recalled: 

 

“The trade union promised to handle the case confidentially. 

However, we later realised that they [the union] had informed the 

unit head who was a close friend of the line leader!” 

 

As a result, the workers in question lost their trust in the whole grievance 

management mechanism. 

  

Several workers explained that the union refuses to take up complaints. When 

individual workers complained about production-related issues, the union would 

respond by claiming it was an internal departmental concern and asked the worker to 

deal with the issue themselves. A worker who complained about the low pay and who 

asked to be assigned more overtime, so as to earn a higher overtime premium, was 

told by the union that it had “no control over these issues.” 
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5.4 Absences of Collective Wage Bargaining between the Union 

and the Company 

 

Low pay is a point of contention. The interviewed workers shared the following 

information about their pay and expenses. As of March 2015, workers’ basic pay at 

Foxconn Shenzhen during their probation period (the first three months of their 

employment) was RMB2,120/month (approximately USD343/month). The deduction 

for dormitory was RMB150/month (USD24/month) and expenses for food around 

RMB600/month (USD97/month). Workers said that after their other expenses, 

including the government social insurance contribution, mobile communications, 

clothing, daily essentials, and entertainment, they were not to be able to save much 

from a month’s pay.  

 

The cost of living is increasing. Workers at Foxconn, like their counterparts in other 

workplaces, have sometimes taken direct action and bypassed their unions to fight for 

higher wages and better benefits. Many workers used the term “decoration” to 

describe the Foxconn union. They emphasised the union is not serving its function 

and is distant from the struggles of low-wage workers. One worker expressed his 

frustration, “the union claims that it represents our interests at all time. But none of 

the things they’ve done is really for us!” Indeed, the Foxconn union, despite its sheer 

size, has not taken effective action to substantially raise wages. 
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6. Life and Death 

 

Behind the façade of prosperity exemplified by the Shenzhen skyline, Foxconn 

worker Xu Lizhi (1990-2014) ended his life on 30 September 2014. He was 24 years 

old.15 A native of rural Guangdong, his multiple attempts to find employment that 

would allow him to escape from the assembly line, such as a position as a librarian in 

the factory, had failed. He left this poem, his last poem, next to his deathbed. 

 

On My Deathbed 

I want to take another look at the ocean, 

Behold the vastness of tears from half a lifetime 

I want to climb another mountain, 

Try to call back the soul that I’ve lost 

I want to touch the sky, 

Feel that blueness so light 

But unable to do any of these, I’m leaving this world. 

Everyone who’s heard of me 

Shouldn’t be surprised at my leaving 

Even less should you sigh or grieve 

I was fine when I came, and fine when I left. 

— Xu Lizhi, 30 September 2014 

 

While Xu Lizhi worked and lived, he was never able to find a comfortable position in 

the Foxconn world of labour. 
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7. Concluding Remarks 

 

A genuine and representative trade union is the bedrock of a workers’ collective that 

can help them fight for a decent and dignified life. This report shows that Foxconn, 

and Apple, have broken their promises on improving trade union organization and 

collective bargaining rights. 16  Global supply chains are not benign spaces of 

transnational trade. The system of corporate self-regulation, in our views, has severe 

limits with respect to elevating labour standards. Workers in China and beyond will 

continue to take matters into their own hands to exercise their rights to democratic 

union elections. 
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Appendix 

Foxconn currently has more than 30 manufacturing complexes in 16 provinces 
countrywide (Fujian, Guangdong, Guangxi, Guizhou, Hainan, Hebei, Henan, Hubei, 
Hunan, Jiangsu, Jiangxi, Liaoning, Shandong, Shanxi, Sichuan and Zhejiang), and in 
all four provincial municipalities of Beijing (the national capital), Tianjin, Shanghai 
and Chongqing. In many provinces, Foxconn has multiple manufacturing facilities. 
 
Foxconn locations in Greater China, 1974–2017 

 

Sources: Foxconn Technology Group websites. 
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