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LAMB: Hello.  Today we have the second of our two programmes 

looking at the impact that the economic boom in China is having on jobs and 

work.  And as we highlighted last week, prospects for educated Chinese people are 

looking bright with demand for graduates far outstripping supply.  But it’s a very 

different story for the vast majority of ordinary workers.  Now our reporter, 

Caroline Bayley, has been to China for Nice Work and she’s with me now.  

Caroline, we do hear so much about the growth of Chinese cities.  It’s easy to 

forget most people there they still live and work in the rural areas, don’t they?  

 

BAYLEY: Yes they do. 70% of China’s population still live in the 

countryside and by western standards they live in poverty.  Farming incomes are 

extremely low and unemployment is at least 10 times the level seen in the cities. 

So that’s why we’ve got a shift of people leaving the countryside, moving to urban 

areas to try and find work.   

 

LAMB: This idea of migrating to a different part of the country to 

find a job, that’s relatively new, isn’t it? 

 

BAYLEY: Yes, we’re talking about the last two decades and over that 

period up to around 150 million people have migrated to the cities.  Before the 

early 80s, the system simply wouldn’t allow people to move.  Now they can, 
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although it’s still quite tricky. They can only get temporary residential and 

employment status in the cities, it can be expensive, it can be difficult to obtain. 

 

LAMB: What’s life like for them when they get there? 

 

BAYLEY: By our standards it’s very tough. They encounter prejudice 

at work and socially. They usually live in cramped dormitory accommodation and 

if they have children, they often have to leave them at home in the countryside 

with relatives and they tend to only return home once a year, for Chinese New 

Year, if that.  Having said all that, they are very glad to have these jobs because 

they’re earning far more than they could back at home where they may not have a 

job at all.  So these migrant workers do provide a huge cheap labour force which is 

actually very evident.  For example, in the restaurants, it can take maybe eight 

people to get you from the pavement outside inside the restaurant and to your 

table, there are just simply so many staff.  And I was really struck by this when I 

visited a successful restaurant in the city in Szechwan province recently.    

 

BAYLEY: The woks are sizzling in the hot and busy kitchen of the Red 

Apricot restaurant in Chengdu.  It’s become one of the city’s fashionable spots for 

large family gatherings and typical spicy Szechwan dishes are on the menu.  Lee 

Hong is the owner and manager and he was keen to tell me how his business 

began. 

 

HONG: (Speaking in Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: It was by chance that I got involved in the restaurant 

business. In 1997 a friend of  mine found out that there was an empty plot of land 

for sale.  We looked around, did our research and decided to go ahead.  Now we 

have come a long way.  Last year this place had a turnover of 30 million Yen 

which is about $4 million.   
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BAYLEY: The Red Apricot employs 300 people, a level of staffing that 

a similar sized western restaurant couldn’t even imagine, let alone afford.  Three 

quarters of these employees are migrant workers and they’ve enabled Lee Hong’s 

business to flourish. 

 

HONG: (Speaking in Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: From a business point of view, migrant workers are cheaper 

to employ and easier to manage than other workers, that’s why we have so many 

of them here.  They don’t mind doing the dirty jobs such as cleaning and washing 

up. Local people from the city just aren’t interested in doing these jobs. 

 

BAYLEY: Most of the serving staff here are also from the countryside. 

I spoke to two waitresses who earn £47 a month in basic pay which is far more 

than they could ever get at home. 

 

HONG Lian: (Speaking in Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: I’m Lian Hong.  I’m 22 and I’m from Verger county in 

Szechwan.  Before I came to the city I was attending college.  The fees were very 

expensive and my parents had to work very hard to find the money.  So I left 

education and began work.  Now I’m trying to earn as much as I can to provide for 

myself and my parents.   

 

MAY: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: My name is Gosha May.  I am 20 years old and I was born 

and brought up in a very small village deep in the countryside.  It’s very beautiful 

there but I left because cities offer more opportunities.  They open your eyes, you 

have a future here.  I think that if I get the chance I’d like to move from Chengdu 

to Shanghai or Gwanjo. 
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BAYLEY: And it’s not just restaurants which attract China’s migrant 

workforce.  In cities where business is booming there’s always a demand for cheap 

labour.   

 

BAYLEY: Here in Beijing, like all Chinese cities, the skyline is 

dominated by cranes.  The destruction boom really is the backbone of this fast 

developing economy and it’s changing the face of cities on an almost annual basis.  

Unsurprisingly, the construction workforce in Beijing runs into hundreds of 

thousands.  Nearly all of these are migrant workers.        

 

BAYLEY: But the building industry in China has a notorious reputation 

and a growing number of migrant workers end up bitterly disappointed.  I met 

Way Tee a middle aged man with a family back home in Hu Bay province.  He 

came to Beijing to look for work on a construction site. 

 

TEE: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: When the stable company I worked for failed, a lot of the 

workforce like me were laid off.  We were left with hardly any money to live off.  

I was forced to leave my home to try and find work in Beijing.  I have so far 

worked for four different construction companies and none of them has paid me 

my full salary.  They always make excuses for not giving me what I’m owed.       

 

BAYLEY: It’s common practice in China for construction companies to 

pay their workers on an annual basis giving them just the barest minimum to 

subsist on in the meantime.  But all too often companies simply don’t pay their 

staff, as happened to Way Tee. 

 

TEE: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: In 2004 I didn’t get a penny. I couldn’t afford to go home for 

the spring festival, which is the most important family celebration in China.  I stay 
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in Beijing on the construction site with other workers in the same position as me.  

We decided to sell some of the company’s building materials in order to buy food. 

The boss called the police and fighting nearly broke out.  We will stay here until 

they pay us, we won’t leave. 

 

BAYLEY: The construction companies don’t think they are to blame, 

claiming that often they haven’t been paid by their clients, but it’s not just the 

building industry where non-payment of wages occurs.  The Chinese government 

says there’s at least £6 billion of unpaid wages owed to workers all over China 

while unofficial estimates are even higher.  As a result strikes and protests are 

becoming more common.  Martin Marr heads the China programme for an 

American workers rights organisation, Social Accountability International.  I met 

him in a café in Beijing. 

 

MARR:  Strikes do happen and even the official media sometimes 

they cover on the strikes.  The government are greatly worried by the situation.  

That’s why a lot of officials are starting to talk about international workplace 

standards. 

 

BAYLEY: But this is still at an early stage.  Independent trade unions 

are banned in China and many strikes are stamped out quickly.  Professor Chang 

Kai of the People’s University in Beijing specialises in labour rights. He’s one of 

the few academics who’s prepared to highlight publicly the plight of Chinese 

workers.   

 

KAI: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: I have always held the view that workers should be given the 

right to go on strike.  I have published articles advocating that but a lot of 

government officials believe that giving workers this right will adversely affect the 

economic development. 
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BAYLEY: And what about trade unions? 

 

INTERPRETER: There is only one trade union in China. They are part of the 

party machine.  It should be said that for the past few years this trade union has 

been trying hard to do more to benefit workers within the current law. But they are 

a long way from achieving this.  That’s because trade union representatives are 

appointed by the bosses and are not elected by the workers and it’s management 

that they take notice of.  So they tend to back the government or employers when 

there is a labour dispute.  

 

BAYLEY: This need for worker representation is all the more acute 

because of the working conditions in many Chinese factories, particularly in the 

southern provinces.  Martin Marr again: 

 

MARR: In China the key issues are working hours, wage, health and 

safety and those are, I will say, chronic problems in factories.  I would say the 

majority of the factories in Guangdong province cannot meet the legal 

requirements. 

 

BAYLEY: What are people actually having to put up with? 

 

MARR: For most of the workers they thought they got a minimum 

wage, but they didn’t because they thought minimum wage means at the end of 

this month they get a certain amount.  But the real situation is the workers should 

only work like 40 hours.  Usually the case is workers get probably like 66 or 70 

hours per week. 

 

BAYLEY: The irony here is that Chinese labour law is in theory very 

strict with its 40-hour week and limits on overtime and locally set minimum 

wages.  So why isn’t it enforced? 
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MARR: I would say the primary reason might be the conflicts 

between implementing a very good labour law vis-à-vis the business interests. If 

you implement the labour law fully, that means additional costs. 

 

BAYLEY: This is a sentiment echoed by Professor Chang Kai of the 

People’s University.  He says there’s often a political motive for ignoring the law. 

 

KAI: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: I believe that government should take the lions share of 

responsibility for the current labour-related problems.  Government officials are 

only concerned with economic growth and the development.  Furthermore, they 

collude with company bosses as they often have a financial interest being the 

company’s continued success.  So when it comes to labour issues, the workers are 

in a very vulnerable position as their employers have government backing. 

 

BAYLEY: Western multinationals sourcing products from China are 

presented with a huge dilemma.  They want to do business in China because labour 

costs are lower but they don’t want to be seen to be sourcing from exploitative 

companies. So it’s left to them to impose their own standards.  Martin Marr again: 

 

MARR: I wouldn’t say they’re taking full responsibility, but I would 

say most of the multinationals have linked these issues to risks and eventually to 

their own profit.  The pressure from consumers, from labourised groups. That’s 

why I think multinationals are taking certain levels of responsibility. I would say 

most of them are still considering this issue as risk management in their supply 

chain because it’s directly related to their business performance, their profit. 

 

BAYLEY: B&Q is one of the most visible British companies in China.  

It has 31 DIY stores across the country and sources its products from many local 

firms.   
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BAYLEY: I’m inside an absolutely enormous building-materials factory 

in Beijing.  It’s owned by a company called BNBM and it makes, amongst other 

things, plasterboards for the ever growing DIY markets in China.  There are big 

conveyor belts, huge machines, but funnily enough not an awful lot of people 

around, although altogether this factory does employ 2,000 workers. 

 

BAYLEY: BNBM has been supplying B&Q for 4 years and from the 

beginning it’s complied with the DIY chain’s code of conduct which is based on 

Chinese labour law.  Even so it has regular checks by B&Q inspectors.  Wang 

Bein is the manager of the company. He says they’ve made further improvements 

themselves. 

 

BEIN: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: We’ve made a lot of changes.  We have always paid a lot of 

attention to our workers, to work ethics and safety. But since supplying B&Q 

we’ve brought in further improvements in all of these areas. However, the most 

important thing we have learned from B&Q is better corporate management. 

 

BAYLEY: Could you tell me how you’ve changed working conditions 

here? 

 

INTERPRETER: We have introduced more modern machinery to replace 

manual work, which has made workers’ jobs easier. Secondly, through better 

management and introducing more shifts, we’re able to increase the workers’ rest 

time.  Thirdly, we have provided better living conditions.  Although B&Q took an 

interest in what we were doing, they didn’t ask us to do this.  We did it voluntarily 

as it was part of our development strategy. 

 

BAYLEY: Clement Gong, manager of B&Q in the Beijing region, says 

that, when they first set up in China five years ago, sourcing only from companies 
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which met all their criteria on working conditions and safety was impossible.  But 

he says they work with suppliers to help them improve. 

 

GONG: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: At first our biggest concern was production safety, which 

includes a lot of different things, such as not having to work long hours.  If you do, 

you are more prone to injury yourself.  But there were other things as well, like 

how safely the machinery was being operated and whether workers are using 

hazardous raw materials. 

 

BAYLEY: But how did you bring about change? You say that initially a 

lot of those companies didn’t come up to the standard? 

 

GONG: (Speaking Chinese) 

 

INTERPRETER: Before we sign any agreement with a supplier, our quality 

departments send inspectors to their factories to assess working conditions. We 

gave them a deadline and say that we won’t continue buying their products until 

the changes have been implemented. At the start some suppliers found our 

standards were too high. However, because we are big company with a lot of 

buying power most suppliers are willing to make the improvements we demand.  

In some cases we’ve even given financial assistance to companies to help them 

with changes.   

 

LAMB: That was Clement Gong of B&Q ending that report by 

Caroline Bayley.  I’m joined now by Ray Baker, who’s director of Social 

Responsibility at Kingfisher which is B&Q’s parent company and Thomas 

Bergmark who’s manager for Social and Environmental Affairs at IKEA which 

has been sourcing products from China for 20 years now. He’s on the line from 

Sweden.  Rosie Hearst is also with us. She’s from a consultancy called Impact 

which advises companies about how they can improve working conditions in the 
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countries in which they’re operating.  Ray Baker of Kingfisher, if I can start with 

you.  We heard in that report that making Chinese suppliers pay their staff legal 

minimum wages and stick to legal hours seem to be the big problems.  Why is 

that?      

 

BAKER: Well I think that, the important thing here is to try to help 

our factory managers and the factory managers’ suppliers understand why we ask 

them to do these things rather than what we want them to do.  Certainly there are 

things which we can ask them to do which are quite specific and they normally 

revolve around health and safety issues.  There are challenges when we ask them 

to, for example, increase their wages or pay the correct amount of overtime and 

that’s when we find that we need to work with them and help them to understand 

how they can do this and the benefits they derive from doing it.             

 

LAMB: But they’re still not managing to do that, are they?  They’re 

not abiding by the legislation in those areas? 

 

BAKER: In a lot of cases they don’t, and of course what we’ve got to 

think of then is not just sort of talking to them but how we can widen the picture, 

how we can talk to, for example, the government, for example, local partners, to 

actually help all of the factories.  Because understandably, if they’re isolated and 

B&Q is asking them to do this, but nobody else is asking, only the factories around 

them, then clearly they could find it difficult.  So it is a progressive firm, I think, 

policy that we have, and not one that we can literally impose overnight. 

 

LAMB: You say, they would find it difficult, presumably you would 

find it difficult because you’d be footing the bill. 

 

BAKER: Well of course.  This needs to be built in with the buying 

structure that we do but then we foot the bill for packaging, transport, a number of 

areas, and this is just part of our sort of buying strategy.   
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LAMB: Thomas Bergmark, IKEA I believe sources about a fifth of 

its products from China and you deal with about 350 suppliers over there. Now 

you don’t require them to abide by all the law either, do you? 

 

BERGMARK? Sorry, one more time please. 

 

LAMB: I was saying that you deal with many suppliers in China but 

you don’t find that you are able to require them to abide by all the employment 

legislation either? 

 

BERGMARK: No, that’s true.   

 

LAMB: Why not? 

 

BERGMARK: We have a code of conduct that we have had in force for 

more than 4 years now and it consists of 19 different sections covering social 

environment and working conditions, and I would say in general the standard is 

improving and it’s quite good by our suppliers.  We are doing together with them 

big improvements.  But there is also some big problems. One of them is linked to 

working hours, as just discussed. I think it’s part of the culture.  We have to put a 

lot of effort also into creating understanding by our partners’ suppliers to why it’s 

important to them and to the people in the factories and that is a long process. 

 

LAMB: Rosie Hearst, you deal with many companies doing business 

in China, you visit a lot of the factories there.  Do any of them require their 

suppliers to abide by Chinese law in its entirety? 

 

HEARST: Well I think people can require but whether or not factories 

actually are able to do that is a very different question.  We find that, certainly in 

the south of China, there are almost no factories that are able to comply on wages 

and working hours to the letter of the law which does set a very high standard, a 

higher standard than we see in Europe, for example. 
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LAMB: Is that because the western companies are nailing them down 

on price? 

 

HEARST: That’s part of the story, but only part of the story.  For me 

the big part of the story is that obviously we’ve outsourced all the jobs to China 

but we have not at the same time outsourced some of the production management 

skills and the human resource management skills needed to produce products in 

large quantities on time to a very very tight price line.   

 

LAMB: Western companies, obviously, we heard them just now 

arguing that they are improving working conditions gradually and indeed raising 

productivity, lifting people out of poverty.  All these things are facts. 

 

HEARST: Absolutely and it can very much be argued that the law sets 

a very high standard, an unachievably high standard for a developing country. 

 

LAMB: Thomas Bergmark of IKEA, it strikes me western consumers 

play a big role here, don’t we, we’re better at talking about ethical shopping than 

actually doing it?  Is the bottom line that if we were prepared to pay more for your 

products you could pay your workers higher wages in China? 

 

BERGMARK:  Our experience so far with the code of conduct that we are 

introducing is that it actually helps us to lower the prices and stay more 

competitive in the market because the programme will create a higher efficiency in 

the production and it also helps the quality to improve because we are going into 

issues like lighting in the factories and all the other aspects that actually together 

helps us to create the low price but not at any price, as we say it. 

 

LAMB: Okay.  Rosie Hearst, is there any sign that local or indeed 

central government is becoming more interested in upholding its own labour law? 
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HEARST: Yes, there is some evidence pointing in this direction.  There 

are an increasing number of legal cases brought by groups of workers and 

supported by government, and in fact I read today that the number of legal cases is 

growing faster than the size of the Chinese economy which is interesting in itself.  

Also, the punishments metered out to factory management which fail to meet the 

law are becoming increasingly draconian.  I mean on health and safety, for 

example, after the recent mine disasters, factory managers have actually been 

executed for breaching labour law. 

 

LAMB: Well as we were saying in Caroline Bayley’s report, we 

heard Professor Chang Kai calling for independent trade unions in China.  Let’s 

move on to talk a bit more about labour relations.  Professor Jude Howell is with 

me.  She’s from the Centre for Civil Society at the London School of Economics 

and on the line from Liverpool we have Callum McLeod who’s the director of the 

Great Britain China Centre which promotes labour reform in China.  Professor 

Howell, the Chinese government does seem to be showing signs of being anxious 

about unrest amongst workers and we are seeing more protests, aren’t we? 

 

HOWELL: Yes, there are an increasing number of protests in China both 

in relation to labour issues and more general in relation to land reform and so on 

and I think the central government is very very concerned about this, very 

concerned about social stability in China. 

 

LAMB: Callum McLeod, as we heard, the existing trade union 

system is pretty ineffective at protecting workers.  Is there any realistic prospect of 

independent union springing up? 

 

MCLEOD: I think the blunt answer is that the prospect’s pretty poor. 

The political risks for the Chinese leadership remain too high to allow any 

alternative mass organisation. But I think we shouldn’t underestimate the value of 

engagement with the state-run trade union, I think it’s really the only option.  My 

own organisation, we organise collected bargaining training, for example. But I 
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think we’re to improve the skills of China’s only official representatives.  But I 

think more broadly we need to appeal to the core of China’s current agenda which 

is really that to strengthening the role of the trade unions would actually facilitate 

economic growth which is at the key state goal at the moment.   

 

LAMB: Rosie Hearst, do you sense a growing awareness amongst 

workers there of their rights? 

 

HEARST: Definitely.  One thing that’s been happening over the past 

few years is the number of workers who have mobile phones and they’re able 

obviously to speak to each other in different factories and point out when in one 

factory people are being paid better or having different conditions and this has 

enormously increased the ability of workers to begin to fight back, to begin to 

protest and to begin to make choices, to move away from factories where the 

conditions are not so good and towards factories where their skills are rewarded 

and they’re paid more fairly.   

 

LAMB: And at the more extreme end of that would you expect to see 

more labour unrest? 

 

HEARST: It’s hard to tell.  Unrest of any type obviously is very very 

tightly managed in China and there is an enormous respect for authority in China. 

But the current generation of workers who are a product of the one-child policy 

tend to have higher standards for themselves.  They want to be respected, they 

want to have time off, they are consumers in their own right and they have a much 

much more fully formed view of their own rights within society. 

 

LAMB: Professor Howell, is there an argument for saying that as 

these workers begin to climb, albeit slowly, up the corporate ladder and gain 

training and expertise, that they will begin to develop a sense of their own market 

value, as indeed graduate workers in China do, swapping jobs and asking for 

higher pay? 



Programme: Nice Work  15 

 

HOWELL: I think that is the case but it’s going to take some time and I 

think to increase wages, to improve working conditions in China, pressure from 

society, pressure from a trade union that hopefully will be increasingly concerned 

about protecting the rights of workers and also pressure from within the 

government will be very important for improving working conditions in China. 

 

LAMB: Rosie, I know that on a recent trip to China, you began to be 

aware that there were staff shortages creeping in. It’s hard to understand how that 

can be in a country of 1.3 billion people.  What’s happening there? 

 

HEARST: Well I think it’s partly, well it’s certainly focused in south 

China in Guangdong province where there is now a significant labour shortage.  

So factories are for the first time having to come up with ways of trying to keep 

workers, to motivate workers, to stay with them because the amount of poaching 

by other factories is starting to go up and they find this culturally very difficult, 

because classically the way to keep workers is to find them, to retain wages as 

your report pointed out.  But of course under pressure from western companies 

that’s becoming increasingly difficult. 

 

LAMB: So Callum McLeod, in view of all this, are you beginning to 

get the feeling that employers are starting to take workers concerns perhaps more 

seriously. I know arbitration is beginning to be introduced in China? 

 

MCLEOD: Certainly, western companies have a huge role to play. I 

think it would be worthwhile pointing out to listeners the kind of reforms that are 

under way.  I’m here in Liverpool with a group of Chinese arbitrators on a foreign 

office funded project to actually improve the labour dispute resolution system in 

China, a fairer more independent system of arbitration. That’s the kind of reform 

that more open-minded officials are trying to push through in the light of the ever 

increasing number of protests.  
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LAMB: Rosie Hearst, a final point, China’s situation does look very 

like our own industrial revolution, they’ve industrialised, we talked on last week’s 

programme about the growing middle class.  They haven’t yet achieved strong 

rights for workers. Do you think that will happen as it did here, or will there 

always be a very sizeable, unskilled, underclass in China which will be exploited 

by employers? 

 

HEARST: I think it’s going to take a long time, but I suspect that the 

big societal forces that we’re talking about will gradually bring about this kind of 

improvement, and also as factories become increasingly mechanised, it will 

become more and more important for the Chinese workforce to become more 

educated, more highly skilled as unskilled jobs become less and less common. But 

that’s a long way down the tracks. 

 

LAMB: What sort of timeframe are you talking about? 

 

HEARST: Oh, I don’t know, twenty years, something like that. 

 

LAMB: Sadly that’s all we have time for today, but my thanks to all 

my guests. You can listen to all or part of this afternoon’s programme again on our 

website.  Here’s the address, bbc.co.uk/radio4/nicework.  Just follow the links to 

the listen again menu.  I’ll be back at the same time next week with another live 

edition of Nice Work when we’ll be revisiting the very important issue of dyslexia 

in the workplace.  We’ll also be investigating a campaign to give some of the 

lowest paid workers here in Britain a living wage.  Join me then.          

 


