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Labour Context and Background

• Persistent assault on 
labour rights.

• Labour has been in 
some sort of crisis even 
before the economic 
crisis. 

• Economic crisis has 
increased the existing 
vulnerabilities.



• Informalisation and 
informal labour 
practices continue to 
biggest challenges for 
organising of labour. 

• Informal labour 
practices in the formal 
sector – in form of 
irregular and dispatch 
workers, 



• A majority of workers in 
Asia work in informal 
with women as majority. 

• However, workers in this 
sector are increasingly 
used for profit 
maximisation/capital 
accumulation with no 
benefits to them.



Asia as hub of sub-contract 
manufacturing 

• China taking the lead with one of the largest 
producer as well as consumer. 

• Globalisation and contract manufacturing moved 
production to Asia to cut costs. 

• Multi National Company brands have no 
factories any more but work with very complex 
web of supply chains.

• Race to Bottom Countries compete with each 
other lower labour, OSH and environmental 
standards.



Occupational Health for All – Failed 
Promises

• On policy level, the governments 
in the region keep on boasting of 
the need for improving the health 
and safety at workplaces.

• ILO has been promoting the 
‘Seoul Declaration’ drafted 
during the ILO World Congress 
in OSH in Seoul in 2008. 

• The nicely worded declaration 
which puts heavy emphasis on 
prevention, and considers OSH 
rights as the ‘basic human rights’
http://www.seouldeclaration.org/
en/Resources



ASEAN OSHNET meeting in 
Bandung, September 2010

• “THE Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(Asean) is committed to lowering the number of 
accidents and illnesses at work in the region.”

• "Minimizing the number of accidents and 
illnesses at work is among the challenges Asean
countries are facing during the free trade era like 
today," secretary general of the Ministry of 
Manpower and Transmigration, Besar Setyoko



OSH in Asia- Silent Massacre
• About 2.1 million people die 

every year (ILO) and almost 
1.1 million die in Asia. 

• This is yet tip of the iceberg as 
these figures are just 
‘estimates’

• In Asia growth and financial 
data is available for every 
quarter but workers death and 
injury data is hard to find. 

• ILO extrapolates data from 
industrialised world to get the 
estimates 



Responses in Asia



Gross Under-reporting
Country
/Region

Fatal 
Accidents 
Reported to 
ILO in 2001

Estimate by 
the ILO

Fatal 
Accidents 
Reported to 
ILO in 2003

Estimate by 
the ILO

China 12736 
(12%)

90295 180 
(0.18%)

98000

India 222 
(0.55%)

40133 179
(0.32%)

48000

Rest of 
Asia

3051 
(4%)

76886 1247
(1.5%)

81000



Occupational Diseases a Major Killer (ILO Data)

Work Related Deaths

Cancers, 32

Cirulatory 
Diseases, 23

Accidents and 
Violence, 19

Communicable 
Diseases, 17

Mental Disorders, 1
Respiratory 
Diseases, 7 Digestive System 

Diseases, 1



Occupational Diseases- Hazardous  
exposure at work in China

• “Some 200 million Chinese 
workers serving more than 
30 sectors have been 
exposed to various health 
hazards in the workplace on 
the mainland”, Health Minister 
Chen Zhu November 2010. 

• More than 720,000 cases of 
occupational diseases 
reported in China in 2009, up 
nearly 32 percent over 2008.

• Exposure to toxic chemicals 
including solvents at workplace 
a serious issue.  



OSH in Asia - Ground Realities
Protective Laws+ Good 
Enforcement + Strong Union 
Participation + OSH 
commitment = Safe workplaces
In reality – laws either do not 
exist or  enforcement is not 
there or dismantled and 
replaced by self regulation . 
Unions are under attack and 
low rate of unionisation.
Occupational  Safety and 
Health (OSH) is not a ‘priority’
Diagnosis still a major issue
Compensation still elusive for 
majority of population. 



Chemical Exposure 
• Workers get exposed to 

chemicals like benzene, 
acetone, 
trichloroethylene 
routinely.

• There may be laws but 
not enforced. 

• Workers are not aware 
of the hazards.

• Containers are not 
labelled. 



Chemical (solvent) exposure from the use of 
adhesives in a shoe factory.



Personal Protective Equipment



Working with Solvents in India



Benzene Poisoning in India
• Benzene exposures in 

Diamond Workers
• 500,000 workers are 

employed in Diamond
• industry in the city of 

Surat (about 250 km) 
from Ahmedabad, Gujarat 
in India. 

• The diamond industry 
issued directives to ban 
the use of Benzene with 
immediate effect



Cancer Clusters in Samsung- Semiconductor in Korea due 

to Solvent poisoning

Wafers

Baths filled with
Solvents or acids



Sook-young Lee Min-woong Hwang Yu-mi Hwang

AML ALL AML 

1976~2006 1974~2004 1985 ~2007



Export of Hazard
• Shifting of hazardous industries to 

the developing countries. 
• Exporting hazards to the 

developing countries. This includes 
both exporting hazardous raw 
materials  and hazardous wastes that 
are dumped into the developing 
countries.

• Within developing countries 
hazardous jobs like lead acid battery 
recycling, are subcontracted to 
informal sector.



Ship Breaking in Bangladesh 



Ship breaking is the only source of 
Iron for Bangladesh 



Owner Proudly shows asbestos 



Child Labour 



Case 2 :E- waste in Guiyu China

• China has banned export of E-waste and yet 
millions of tones of e-waste reach  Guiyu in 
Guangdong Province.

• North America main sources of the waste 
followed by Japan and Europe.

• About 100,000 workers work on recycling of 
this hazardous waste, the number is changing 
due to fluctuating migrant population. 





Informal Sector -Contributory 
Factors

• No regulation or regulatory 
framework

• The lack of clear employer-
employee relationship also 
poses difficulties in defining 
responsibilities.

• OSH has a very low priority 
• No proper work hours and 

piece rate work leads to self 
exploitation. 



Contributory factors…
• No clear distinction 

between living and 
workplace, exposes other 
family members to hazards

• Diagnosis of occupational 
diseases is difficult even in 
the formal sector and for 
the informal sector it is 
almost impossible.



OSH problems of Women
• The impact on the health of women in 

informal sector is not well studied.
• Majority of home workers are women 

and many work with dangerous 
chemicals and solvents 

• Many women face reproductive 
hazards due to hazardous work and 
substances.

• There is overlap between the paid and 
unpaid work like cooking, cleaning 
and taking care of children.

• This extended work hours puts 
tremendous pressure on their bodies 
and mind. 



Child Labour
• Child labour is a big problem 

in the informal sector 
especially in South Asia, also 
on increase in China.

• Children in an informal sector 
sometimes have to help their 
parents for economic reasons.

• The growing bodies of 
children are more susceptible 
to hazards



OSH and Poverty
• Strong relation between 

poor OSH conditions 
and poverty.

• Sick and injured workers 
have no hope of any 
compensation.

• This increases their 
living costs and drives 
families to poverty and 
destitution. 



Reality Check

• Difference between the stated and the 
implemented policy.

• On one hand all governments want to promote 
(at least on paper) safe and healthy workplaces, 
on the other hand same governments are busy 
(in collusion or at the direction of business) in 
dismantling all the existing institutions of 
enforcement – like factory inspectorates etc. 



Destined to Fail???
• The funding of regulatory institutions has always 

been restricted, which often leads to corruption 
(though there might be other reasons also).

• It seems that these institutions have been 
deliberately created to fail and provides an easy 
excuse for business and other members of the 
society to criticise the institutions and seek their 
minimum role.

• they are perceived as ‘impediment’ in ‘free 
market economy’ and propose more ‘efficient’
self regulatory mechanisms.



Legalizing the self regulation
• Many governments in the region 

have reduced the enforcement 
drastically and instead are 
emphasising on self regulatory 
standards like OSHA 18000, etc. 

• Though there virtually is no money 
earmarked for enforcement, 
auditing and self regulatory 
business is a thriving multi million 
dollar industry



Compensation

• On compensation level, majority of 
workers are not covered by the 
compensation laws as they work in the 
informal sector. 

• On the other hand, as a rule of thumb, 
majority of victims do not receive a just 
compensation – if they receive any at all. 



Profit out of misery
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