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Labour Conditions in the kree Trade Zones of Some Countries

Introduction

The need for developing countries to participate in the increa~
sing world tradé in manufactures is.well recognised. Various policy
measures have been introduced by them. The Free Trade Zones (FTZ) is
one instrument which is being selected by them in this proceass,  drawing
largely from the experience of free poris of earlier times., It is thought
to be a catalyst of export-led industrialisation (ELI)., The objectives
of setting up FT'%s scem to be of two types;

| (1) to stimidate the tranafer of technology, 'link and
integrate with the domestic economy, and generate

foreign exchange surpluses through foreign trades;

(i1) to generate employment and stimulate the training
of workers in industrial skills.

Research stndies have highlishted the dubious role of the first set of
objectivis. (Narayana, 1986). C.r main concern in this paper is the la~-

bour and employment aspects.

Labour ahd employment in the FTZs of the developing countries
has attracted some attention in the recent past (BEagren, 1982 and Ford,
1984). What is lacking in these studies is a descriptive account of
the working and living conditions in these zones. The agpect of histori-
cal continuity of“scme of theée processes of labour control starting from
the period of Industrial Revolution is altogether missing in these studies.
Consequently, the whole process of "setting the élock backwarda', as it -
ware, involved in the labour and emﬁloyment conditions of FIZz is ignored

and the conclusions seem to be running on the following lines 1



", ...olabour conditions in the EPZs in the developing countries are
generally better than in the host country outside the zone" / % WI00, 1980
22_2& This paper is an attempt at viewing the labgur and employment
issues in the fTZs “in the joint context of domestic 'social formations'

and the impératives of the 'world system'......” [ Tim, 1983 : 327

_ The paper is organized into four sections. Section I describes
the reality of 1aboﬁr in the FTZs of four Asian COuntriesl( Section II
is a critical analysis of labour conditions in the FT2s primarily based
oh.the data presented in Section I but supplemented by information availa=
ble in other studies. Section III touches upon the impact of the ELI -
FT% strategy on the trade union rights and the larger political processes
in these countries. Section IV makes an attempt at vie§ing the labour
ahd employment conditions in the FTZs as a'conéinuation 6f the exploita~
tidn of female working population through the two centuries since.-: S
Induétrial Revolution. In other words, the task of viewing the labour and..

employment issues in the #TZs in the joint context of the imperatives of

the world capitalist system and the social formetion is attempted here.

Thé four Asian countries studied are Philippines, Taiwan,
Malaysia and Sri Lanka accounting for about 79 per cent of the number
of FTZs in Asia and about 56 per cent ‘'of the employment in -the Asian
FTZ8 in 1980, Taiwan is the first Asian coﬁntry to set up FTZs and

Sri Lanka the last, with Malaysia and Phillippines falling in between.

Though setting up of the FTZs with the attendant incentives did

help in attracting increased foreign direct investments into all these



countries such investments tapered off after the initial spurt in the
activities of the zones, The predominént activity located in the FTZs
vere related to the industrial groups of electronics, textiles and some
1ight manufactures, PFurther, certain types of activities came t0 be lo=
cated in certain zones =~ electronics related activities in Ireland?
Taiwan, Koreas and Malaysias; textiles in Philippines and Sri Lanka ...ctc
~- basically dictated by the global reorganisation of production opera~
tions by the Multinatinational Corporations (iCs). Activities located |
in the zones Qere simple assembly or fabfication operations remotely re-
lated to the host couatry's economy.

thort earnings did go up with the setting up of the zones; bu£
imports also shot up thereby leaving ratner low net foreign exchangé ear?
nings. The other 'externalities' or 'spin -~ offs' of the zones wereialso
not sigrificant. Linkages were -uled out for the Operations.carried out
were not integrated with the host economy but with the global set up of
the MNCs. Therec was hardly any technology useful for the developing
countries associated with the simple operations carried out tn.the ZONes,
In a nutshell, spin-offs were insignificant and the net benefit over coéts
was not positive for many of the zonea (Narayana, 1986). |

I. Conditions of Labour in the FI%s of Four Asian Countries

In this section a descriptive and detailed account of the labour’
and employment conditions in the FIZs of the four Asian countries is
provided. This is found. necegsary for such information is generally diffi~

cult to come by and hardly ever presented in any great detail.



Taiwan

The three FTZs together employed nearly 63000 workers in 1982,
85 per cent of whom were women. The workeré were predominantly young
with 61 per cent between the ages of 16 and 24 years. The vorkers above

40 years constituted hardly 8 per cent.

In a murvey ccnductea in 1982 it was observed that about 63
per cent of the workers had attended senio; high school with another 3
per cent attending college. Majority of the workers caﬁe from rural or
semi-rural backgrounds: 38 per cent from small towns and 54 per cent from

country areas.

As regafds overtime, 62 per cent of the workers reported that %hey
were not reguired to do overtime, Of those working évertime T4 pexr cent
freely did so; it was not forced on them., Compared to the average monthly
wage of all industrial workers -—- BT 11,746 for male and $NT 9979 for
female ~~ 65 per cent of the zone workers reported a wage between $NT 6000
and gNT 8000, 19 per cent of them reported wages of less than $NT 6000

per month.

dbout 60 per cent of the workers reported satisfaction with the
present levels of salary. The percentage reporting satisfaétion with the |
working hours was slightly over 80%. Regarding overtimre work nearly all of
the workers were non-~committal with only abeut § per cent reporting not
satisfied. The response to overtime pay was also similar, Workers seemed
to be satisfied with the type of work they do -~- over 75 per cent reporting

satisfied.



30 per cent of the workers were not satisfied with their foremen
' wheroas it was only S per cent regarding employece relations, The per centage

\

of workers not satisfied with promotion and salary raise was nearly 50.

As about half of the workers surveyed had working expericnce
outside the zone, a comparison was attempted between the zone and its
outside in terms of worktime, overtime ztc. It was observed that only 34
per centage reported better salaries within the zone; 47 per cent - reﬁor—
ted better workhours and 69 per cent ... better overtime provisions within
the zone. 57 per centage reported better overtime pay within the zone.
Regaxrding the type of work, work enviromment, attitude of management and
policy of salary raise and vacation about half of the workers reported be~
'tter conditions within the zone, -However only 27 per cent-. - of the work-

keras reported better employee relations within the zone,

Though majority of the workers seemed to be satisfied'with the air °
quality, lighting, medical facilitiem and dormitory services in the factories,
the health sta%us of the workers speaks otherwise. 37 per centage of the
workera surveyed reported that their working environment had a negative |
effect on their health: 15 per cent reported weakening of eyesight due to
the environment; 9 per cent complained of broncnial zespiratory afflictions;

6 per cent reported a general feeling of tiredness; 3 per cent of digestive

disorders and 4 per cent of a variety of other physical complaints.

The rate of turnover of the workforce is very high - at least 30
per cent per year, And it is often seen that when a factory worker ot

married or became pregnant she is pressurised to leave the job -~ the pressure



is brouszht zbout by increasing the work load, by moving her more than

once to new work. <imilar tactics are used to force older workers to guit.

Though unions exist —= about 55 per cent of the factories reported
to have unions =~ their role seems to be limited. Cases of unions resi-
sting overtime of over 45 hours a week are reported, But the gemeral

belief among workers was that unions were handmaids of the factory bosses,.

Dormitories attached to the factories are not uncommon, but they
are often congested. In one case it was reported that there were six
persons to a room with just one table and hardly any space for keeping

the belongings.

Often the workers hailed from rural backgrounds whose families
were poor. The workers are reported to be sending 25 to 40 per cent of

their salaries to support their families,

Malaysia

The total employment in all the FTZs of Malaysia is about 70,000
with 83 per cent of them being wemen. The workers are pradominantly young:
of the surveyed workors in Batu ‘Berendum 77 per cent were between 16 and

24 yeors. Almost all of them were single {94 percent).

Bulk of the workers did not possess high academic gqualifications,
20 per cent had completed primary school only and 42 per cent had managed
to rececive education up till the SRP level. 83 per cent of the workers
hailed from rural arcas méjority of whose parents were rubber tappers,

Felde settlers, farmers or factory workers (77 per cent). Thus, almost all



of them originated in poor, large families and had taken up emuloyment

in ™Z2s fresh from school.

A substantial proportion of the workers were production operators
(85 per cent), and very few hield senior positions thét too under foreign
officers, Workers were required to adhere to strict hours and rather
high qubtés. They were often forced to specd up failing which they were
abused. Frequently workers werc required to work overtime on Sundeys
and public holidays. 4bout 91 per cent of the worﬁers reported to hafe
worked overtime with hours exceeding 9 hours a week {45 per cent), The
length of rest time given to workers after two continuous weeks of night
shift was rather short 36 hours ~ff after a weck of night shift comnared

to 96 hours for hospital workers in the government sectof..

Almost all the workers (93 per cent) were daily rated®and received
a daily rate rangins betwesn 4.70 2rd 5.50 US dollars for production opera--
tors. The monthly wuge (inclusive of all allowances) of 83 per cent of |
the workers was below U3 300 dollars which is considered by some as the
poverty line iﬁ the state. Consequeﬁtly they had hardly any meney left for
sending to their families back home. Purther, the high inflation rate in

the country seems to be'eroding the real wages steadily.

The work conditions scemed to be poor. Incidents of industrial
accidents and diseases was very high. 34 per cent of the workers surveyed
reporied to have contacted.%arious kinds of diseases after they began work
at the electronics factories in the zone. .Although it is difficult to esta-
®lish procise causation there is reason to beliocve that the work place and

the work conditions tend to 'burn up' people. The incidents of industrial
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accidents was as high as 51 per cent. The noise levels were rather
high ~— 58 per cent found it to be high, though not the temperaturc le-

vels ~ 32 per cent found it to be too high or too low:

Unionisation is low in thc zones. Thoush union activity is not

officially banncd unofficial obstruection is scen to be very effective.

Almost all the employers did not provide the crucial facility of
housing. Only one of the electronics firms provided hostel facilities,
Conscquently, a majority of them, 59 per cent had to share a room or a

house, There were casces of some sharing a houze with 20 others,

However, it was observed that the firms in the ¥TZs effectively
promoted social activities such as dinner, dance and bcauty-queen contests,
which only helped in reproducing the dominant ideology of a ‘natural’

world with male dominance and female as an object of beauty.

Philippines
The employment in the iT2s is around 25,000, 87 per cent of whom
are women. 79 per cent of the workers are single and the age disiribution

is biasedly young, 78 per cent between 16 and 25 years,

Workers had a fairly high educational attainment: 15 per cent had
recéived college education and of the pegt3 per cent were vocational
graduates and 59 per ceut high school griduates. Almost all of them hai-
led from rural arcas (97 per cent) and were of ﬁeésant origin, parents

cf 72 per cent were in the agricultural sector with another 20 per cent

in the production sector as foremen, carpenters etc.



The tenure of the workers in the zone is predominantly short
term: 42 per cent have stayed for two years and less; 33 per cent from
three to four years, 16 per cent from five to six years. Tenures.in any
factory within the zone gave a different picture: 54 per cent had stayed
for two years or less, 29 per cent from three to four years, 10 per cent
from five to six years. The above set of fiéures clearly points to consi~-

derable mobility within the zone,

The workers are seen to carry out very fragmented processes. The
survey found 63Iper cent of the electronics workers doing assembly work,
with machine operators,; quality control inspectors and section heads
forming another 18 pc; These operations did not call for much skill and
were easily mastered, But management placed them on probation for several
montha. Because of the fragmented nature of the production processes and
the pyramidal structure of work hieréﬁchy there was hardly any scope for

upward mobility.

70 per cent of the firms enforce a policy of mandatory overtime

with the following schedules:

1. 8 &M to 8 PV (12 hrs);

2, 8 AM to 10 PM (14 hrs);

3. 6 AM to 10 PM (16 hrs); and

4. 8 AM to 5 AM ( 12 hrs stay in, allowing only 15 minutes

rest every two hours at night)
In the reference ﬁoﬁth some workers even spent the 30 stwxaight days ren~
dering avertbne_work. On the average workers spent 35 hours monthly at
sich overtime schedule. The pay during overtime was only 25 per cent of

the basic pay per hour, It was observed that 25 per cent of the workers
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were engaged in shift work.

Most of the workers had quotd® which are raised thrice or even
_four times a year. Onec of the reasons for raising quotas is over effi=-
ciency. Over-efficiency, on the cther hand, is achieved by providing
incentives initially for meeting quotas and by punishing those who miss

quotas. DMissing quotas often resulted in forced overtime,

The physical eavironment of the factories varied: in garment
factories work places were not properly ventilated, were noigy and humid,
gome were also dusty. In many electronics factories chemical fumes per-
meate the work areas, Factories, often, lacked cnough safety measures.

62 pér cent of the workers were involved in work--related injuries.

All the factories had canteen and toilets but lacked drinking
fountaing, medical and dental clinics, first aid service etc., The recrea=
tional activities were mainly directed at diverting their attention from

the objectivity of their working and living conditions.

Most workers received a sum of 29 pesos daily effective pay which
- was below the mandator& minimm wage. Casuale and probationers received
only 14 pesos per day, and apprentices only 12 pesos per day. There were
few benefits except free T shirt and vacation leaves; few enjoyed social
gecurity benefits,-housing, transportation and medical benefits. The
daily wage of most of the workers did not meet the cosf of fcod and other
basic necessities for a reference family of six estimated by the Hational

Wages Council in 1982 at 56.44 pesos per day.

The housing units available inside the zone could accommodate

about 25 per cent of the workforce, the occupancy rate of which were only



70 per cent. WBrkers preferred to live in tie town, though it meant
cramped nouses with 30 or more persons and sometimes more than 50 sharing
a toilet, for the following reascns:
' town wag ncarer to the factories saving transportation cost;
town was cheaper for goods and services;

town had a natural socialvlife which the zone lacked.

and unions
72 per cent of the workers were members of unionqﬁgére active,

Workers have often resorted to concerted mass actions to press for their
demands, And at least 47 per cent of the workers reported baracsment of
union leaders as well as rank and file members. 92 per cent of the workers
believed that unions were effective in fostering unity among the workers

which it was believed was important for any of their undertakings to succeed.

Szl Lanke

The workforce emplcired in 1981 was cbout 19000 with female workers
predominating (over 85 per cent). Majority of them were very young, 80
per cent between 18 and 24 years of age%/ 91 per cent of the workers were
unmarried. Though married workers were not formally banned from taking up
employmént in the zonc the gradual elimination t.at takes place during the
first six months of employment coupled with the requiremeni of long periods
of work, night éhifts, entry into and exit from the factory at varying times,
unpredictable overtime and weekend work eliminate most of the married womon,
Bven those who were married ~— 9 per ceqﬁ of the sample — had no children
(40 per oént) or had only one child (33 per cent), Though workers came

mainly from the rural areas (67 per cent) their level of education was very

satisfactory: 61 had passed their GCE (0.L) and 8 per cent their GCE (A.L )
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whichh is equivalent to university entrance examination.

The process of retaiping the workers of tie preferred age group
and civil status and slso retaining some at the preferred periods, say
during a boum, are rather systematised. In the former letters of warning
were issued for non-attendance without informing, for inability to keep
work targets, for talking while at work and other similar 'offences'.
Three warning letters arc enough ground for termination. In the latter
case the gystem followed was to compel thie workers to place a financial

deposit which would be {orfeited on leaving.

Discipline is s&vage. Punctual and regular attendance of workers
and their readiness to be available for work even at night and non~working
days when necessary is encsured by a system of fines and expulsions. Targets
are set for workers and often raised as the workers gather speed. Overtime
is compulsory in almost all the factories. Discipline is imposed by humi-
liating punishments:

“Phere were occasions on which workers were

punished {or talking while at weilr by asxing
them to keep standing in front of the others.
In otker factories those working the night

ghift have been asked to keep standing while
they work or asked to run around the factory
when they felt sleepy and slacked®

Practices such as issuing a card and permitting a limited rmumber of

minutes for going to the toilet are not uncommon,

Though semi-skiiled workers and above received the minimum

wages prescribed by the GCEC unskilled and trainees did not and the latter
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constituted 17 and 20 ber centage respectively of the workforce within

the zone as of March 1983. The figures published by the Ministry of

Plan Implementation showing that 83 per centage of the woxkers received

- more than the minimum basic wages needs to be taken aléng with the fact
that all workers work for longer hours == 46 per cent worked for more

than 46 hrs and 17 per cent morec than 55 hours -~ and the intensity of
work is very high == 54 per cent could not meet the targets and 43 per cent
could only nearly eﬁual. Few firms provided fringe benefits such as uni-
forms, transport or medical facilities == over 75 pexr cent of the workers

did not receive any subsidies on food and uniforms.

Trade union activities were absent in the factories although there
were no legal restrictions as such, However, the GCEC advocated the fore
mation of joint consultative councils and the workers often avoided such
responsibilities, Consequently, such a mechanism was found to be ineffe-~
ctive in redressing ary grievances. The nonexistence of unions should,
however, be amazing for a country with a long tradition of trade union
activity. The party in power has managed to achieve it by crushing any
voice of protest, The first attempt to curtail the strength of the unions
was made by intrcducing a white paper on Employment Relationships, which
was later withérawn in the face of protests from all sectionsvof workers.
What could not be carried out legally was carried out by other means ~— by
crushing the strike Qf July 1980 and hounding out a2 large rumber of
workers; by buying over the iargest trade union in the plantation sector;

and by forming a pro~UNP trade union movement.



The recruitment to the FPTZs is +through the Job bank of the
GCEC where registrétion is through the approval of the mémbers of
Parliament. This form of recruitment binds those families to the UWP.
And given the socio-eccnomic conditions of. the families from which tuose
workers hail they would be unwanted back at home. Further the society
being a malé dominated one the women just want to survive under any
conditions of work or life. Thﬁs, the dependency on the more powerful
within the family and in the village virtually curbs any voice of -protest
in the factory. Despite such an enviromment harshk conditions have been
met with strikes: in one case expulsion of a supervisor led to a sponta-
nedus strike which resulted in some workers being expelled and the demands
being not granted; the workers of another factory asked for half a days
leave on 1st January and stopped work when refused, though the strike was
settled 17 of the workers were expelled; in another case expuléion of
seven workers led to a strike; inspite of every attempt made by the
government using emergency powers to break-up the strike the strike was
maintained for = number of weekB8 and the workers could win some of their

demands.

Life of the woriers of the FTZ is one of extreme deprivation. The
iarge number of workers staying fairly close to the FTZ are packed in émall‘
rooms; each worker generally gets Jjust enough room to stretch a cauapbed,
or mat, with sometimes two sharing a bed. Among the workers who boarded
48 per cqnt were sharing the facilities with 5 or more others. In one

extreme case a single latrine had to be used by 52 workers.
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The charges for boarding and lodging in these boarding-houses
ranged between Rs. 300 to m,350 which accounted for between 50 to 70
per cent of the wages of majority of the workers., To save on boarding
many of them had to resort to cooking their meals on their own, which
meant time and energy spent on purchasing'essentials and cbokiné them =—
clearly a reflection of the hard struggle that is waged to balance their

monthly budgets. .

The workers who live far away from the FTZ have to use public
transport for the companies do not provide travel facilities even to
those who work late hours in the night. Workers who travel 15 to 20
miles have tb take buses at least by 4 AM to reach the factory at 6 AN

and scme workers could reach back only around 10 P.M.

After passing through all these harsh conditions only about 35
per cent of the workers are able to save part of their salarigs -~ 5 %o
10 per cent. Out of these 65 per cent deposit their sa?ings in the bank
presunablyto meet the dowry requirements; for those women consider this

employment as a relief until they get‘married.

The quantum of employment gencrated in the zones is only a minute
fraction of the total employment in the economy of the countriés. As is
evident from table 1 the workers are predominantly female and young origi-
nating in rural or semi=rural backgrounds. Their working hours are long,
the intensity of Qork is very high and the wages are relatively low. They
hardly enjoy any other benefits and have to live in extremely trying condi-
tions. The work environment coupled with the intensity of work results in

various health complaints, The proportion of workers reporting accidents



Table 1: Age, Sox Composition of the Workforce and Labour
Conditions in the FP2s .
Particulars Counﬁzy
Taiwan Malaysia  Philippines Sri Landa
Enployment in the FTZs
(1981 63,000 70,000 25,000 19,000
Employment in the FTZs
as a porcentage of
employment in
Mamufacturing 4.7 4,7 1.4 1,62
Al]l Sectors 1.27 1.27 0.1 0.24
Women employees as
percentage of total 85 83 87 85
Percentage married NA 5 21 9
Percentage of women .
- 61 76 median age 81
between 18-24 years (16—24) 21
Percent-ge from rural,
gsemi-rural backgrounds 92 83 97 67
Over 9 hrs OT is mandatory 46 per centage
a week worked over
48 hys
Overtime N4 . 91 pc wor- 35 hours 17 pc over
ked OT monthly 55 hrs a week
Quotes system NA Only 25 pc Quota Only 13 pc
could meet existed; could pro~
the quota details NA duce above
the guota
Percentage reporting
Work—-related health
complaints 30 34 59 NA
Percentage reporting
involvement in accidents KA 51 62 HA
Security of Tenure Unstable Unstable Unstable

Unstable
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is alsc very high. In a nutstcil, the situstion is a continuation of
the one that existed during the Industrial Revolution in Britain and
is existing in various forms in the factories of the MNCs in the deve-

loped countries. (see below p..27).

2. An Analysis of the Labour Conditions in FT%s

The FT2s actively encourage segmentation of the work force by
recruiting young female workers mosily from the fural areas. Only this
preferred segments of workers is retained by expélliixg others through
various methods such as increasing the quota, changing jobs, changing
shifts etc. once they have crossed the limits of préfetéhoe. The social
chara.cteristics of this workforce varies from country to countrys

" esee.In Singapore, thore is a large element of

immigrants from Malaysia's New Villages and Kaompongs.

In Malaysia recruitment has gradually shifted fare

ther away from the vicinity of the zones to more

distant rural areas, when the supply has dried up

" in the neighbourhood. In Sri Lanka the workers are

- o8tly urban middle clas: girls from the ncighbour-

“hood of the zone and in the Philippines they mostly
come from other provinces adjacent to Batan....."

[ Edgren, 1982 : 9/

What ié common to all of them is that they come from areas with large
labour surpluses: and thaey regard factory work accejtable. The picture
does not look & bit different from that existing in the developed
countries. Lab&ur of the preferred age and sex characteristics is conti-
nuously drawn from the underdeveloped periphery. "Worn out cr fed up,
pieceworkers can always leave, They will be replaced by young school-
leavers or immigrants willing to work for much lower wages. Most large
towns have a pool of unemployed or underempioyed women workers, many of
vhom are immigrants (West Indian, Asian and Irish in North London, for

. inséa-..nce)....." [ Herzog, 1980 3 267 .
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The segmented workforce is, made to carry out low.skilled opera-~
tions that are monotonous and also physically as well as mentally wvasting.
They are required to work long hours often by building a compulsory
overtime into their working hours. The data on actual working hours

are acanty but whatever data that exists is conclusive (See Table 2).

Table 2: Weekly Hours in Manufacturirg Industry

1981 FZs

South Korea Total 53.6

Men 53.4 54~60 {FKTU)

Women 53.9 |
Malaysia Total 47.5 (1979) Hours no longer

but extensive

: night work
Philippines Total’ 43.7 (1976) 53.9 (ARTHEP) .
Sri Larka Women - 47.7 54 {clotaing)(ARTEP)

Sources FORD, Charles (1984), "Wages, Hours and Working Conditions

in Asian Free Trade Zones™, Development and Peagce, futumn, -
Our own figureg corroborate the above., In Sri Lanka 46 per cent of the
workers worked for more than 48 hras and 17 per cent for more than 55
hours. In Philippines on the average w0rkers‘spent 35 hours a month
at overtime and some workers had to spend the 30 straight days rendering
overtime, In Malysia 95 per cent of the workers had done overtime with
45 per cent exceeding 9 hrs a week. Thus, working hours are extremely
long and working years are longer with fewer‘holidays and often holi-

days also being converted into working days.
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Not only are the working days long but also is the intensity of
work extremcly high., There are - hardly any breaks even for attending

ﬁinimum nature calls:s

?, eoees.There are frequent reports of women who
develop urinary infections beeause they are not
allowed tc use the toilets except during tea and
mral breaks. In addition to such instances, the
study undertaken by the voice of women in Sri Lanka
quoted a case of a breast~feeding mother who had
been forced to stay on to work overtime when she
was due tc fesd her baby. She had to seek medi-
cal attention to deal with disorders caused_to
her breastiseseccs” [,Edgren, 1982: 17 - 18_/

The work targets are often so high that they are far ahead of the targets

in the develoﬁed countries:

M eveooofirme roducing textiles, garments and
eélectronics in free production zones in
Malaysia concurrently reported that, after a
starting time of a few months, the producti-
vity per worker was the same as in compara-
ble US and West Germ a firms., The management
of an integrated Japanese textile factory in
Malaysia, employing 1900 workers (80 per cent
of them women) reported that, after a traini-
ng period of not more than two wesks, the
labour productivity wes the same as in Japanese

factories.......” /[Ford, 1984:26 /

Bven if the productivity per hour iq the same in the UDCs the yearly pro-
ductivity would be substantially higher:

M eeeasy there is evidence that the labour
producticity per working year is often sub-
stantially higher in EPZs in Third World
countries than at the traditional aites
in industrialised countries. The explana-
tion is a higher labour intensity reflec-
ted in more work per week and fewer holi-
days per year'" Ford, 1984: 26

Thus, PTZs is a picture of the pace of work dictated by the
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technology of the devéloPea countries and the extra 1ong hours typlcal
of the deve10p1ng countrles.’ In other words, it is a picture of the
intensive exp101tat10n of develop dVCQﬁnfries and the extensive exploi--
" tation of the develoﬁlng countrles put in one. Th*e gives the lie to
contentions such as, 1t should e emphasised that 1abour conditions in

the EPZs in the developlng countries are generally bettex than in the
21/
host country out31de the zone" 81mply because the technology outside

the zone is of a lower level and the machine pacing is correspondingly

lower,

The pece of work'and extra long hours have resulted in numerous

" accidents at the place of work (see table 1). The most common accidents
are thetrapping of fingers or hair in running machinea. The situation

is comparable to thaf of the child and women workers during the industrial
revolution:

"....,..,..In ‘some facccrles work weﬁt on ceaselessly
day and nignt, so that the"maohlnes might never ‘stop.
In such cases, the children were divided up into shi--
fts, and the heds never got cold. Accidents were
very common, cspecially towards the end of the over-
long day, when the exhausted children almost fell
asleep at their work. The tale never ended of -. .
fingers cut off and limbs crushed in the wheels®
[ Mantoux 1927: 423_/.

The net result of such intensive and extensive exploitation is
that the young workers are “burnt out™ fast:

"In the assembly operations there is evidence to
suggest that a more stable work force would riot main-
tain the pace of work. That is, to some degree
the young workers are "burnt out™ by the inhe=-
rent monotony and adverse conditions. In the
absence of the very rapid turnover and the
young age of the labour force, dompanies would
be unable to maintain the high paﬂe“

/U'NIDO, 1980: 33_/
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The wages paid to tuese vverworked women are only a fraction

- of what workers are paid in the developed countries. Often hourly ear-
nings in the developing countries vary between 5 to 24 per cent of the
earnings in US, And the workers in the FTZs got much less than what -

‘workers obtain outside the zone!

"The major female-dominated industries in the
EPZs (in Philippines) pay lower wages than are
normally paid outside the zcne for the same
type of work",

"In Malaysia, s...s...female factory workers
are hired for 4 to 16 Malaysian dollars per
day (2-3 US dollars). But in tie zone, gar-
ment and textile workers "get even less than

thig® [Ford, 1984 : 27-28_/

’

The-above comparative wage figures elong with the data regarding
intensity of work in the zones clearly point to the fact that workers

in the zones are earning even less than worsoers outside.

There are two consequences to such high intensity of work and
such low wagest (i) their living is exciuc;afingly painful; (ii) those
who are flushed out of the system are physically decrepit. Wita lack of
any living accommodatiom provided by the companies, even when dormito-
ries are provided by the companies,. oven when dofmitories are provided
they are highly congested, the workers are fofced.to beard in the nearby
townsa or villages where houéing'is often scarce. Workers often had to
share rooms with co-workergs in Malaysia 59 percent had to share a room
or housej in Philippines sometinies more than 50 were sharing a toiiet;
in Sri Lanka 48 per cent were sharing the facilities with 5.or more.
Most of them could hérdly buy food because that would have left them

starving for part of the month thereby compelling them to cook their
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food in the already congested rooms. Despite such struggles they hardly
saved any money: only in Tajwan some workers could save 25 to 40 per cent
of their earnings; in.Malaysia 83 per cent of the workers were below the
poverty line; in Philinpines the wages ireceived by most of the workers
were just half the minimum vage as estimated by the Nafional wgges
Council; in Sri Lanka only 35 per cent could save between 5 to 10 per cent
of their salaries. Such struggles have become increasingly difficult
with each passing day in the face of high rates of inflations: in both

Malaysia and Philippines the decline in real vages has been very high:

Table 3: Indox of Real Wages in Manufacturing for
Malesysia and Philippines - .

(1970 = 100)

- 1970 1972 1974 1976 1977
Malaysia _ 100 94 81 86 20

Ph:lippines 100 87.6 66 62 64

Source: PORD Charles (1984), "Wages, Hours and Working Conditions
in Asian Free Trade Zones®, Development and Peace, Auvtumn,

As the workers are mainly from poor rural households and the
social compulsions, like dowry and some money to meet the marriage expen—
ses (in Sri Lanka), would necessitate them to continue in the FIZs as long
as possible., BEven when some of them get marxried the compul;ion is to con=-
tinue to work for a single person's earpings would hardly be enough to
meet the family expenses. Such compulsions result in separated living
even after marriage for both of them may not be working.heér the zone. In
fact, this is built into the structure of the zdne by ite predominant

female employment. In other cases the compulsions would be rather strong
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not to have children, Ha.v:"mg children would necessitate having some li-
mits on the hours of work in the zone, on the shifts and on the holidays
which would come in the way of the factory discipline., As seen, 40 percent
of the merried workers in the Sri lanks zone did not have children and

33 pér cent had only one child. Even when workers had children, most
often, they could not look after them and they were left with grand parents

or relatives.

Thus, zone work calls for full time devotion where love, marriage,
children and such normal life activifies are only considered impediments.
The logic of zone work seems to be that life is for ulrork and _no_t wo;'k fox
life. The normal h_uman'values and emofives are turned topsy turvy within
the zone. It is a territory whcre humans have only an animal existence, -

as beasts of burden or as work-slaves.

Naturally, the question that would come to the mind is aren't
efforts being made to changé these conditions. This is where the whole
question of trade union activity comes to the fore.. Trade union activity
seemg to be at 'a loﬁ key in ﬂmost all the FIZs, excepting Batan. Though
unionisation was low sponfaneous protests are not uncommon pointing to the
fact that the workers did implicitly believe that was the only way fo
achieve better working conditions and wages. This implicit belief, however,
has not taken any explicit form. Why? What are the impediments to organi-

ged union activity?
3., Trade Uniop Right Industrial Relationsg i g FTZs

Since the Second World War, trade union organigations and collective

bargaining have been growing in Asia. The strength and structure of the

i
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organizations as well as the --ws and inatitutioi:s gover:ing the rights
of labour differ across the countries. The legal systems are of the
British style in Malaysia and Sri Lanka and of the American style in

the Philippines. But all these countries-had, some well developed and
some embryonic, trade union crganisations. The ELT vigorously imple--
mented from the late 1960s has reversed the process and has corsiderably

eroded whatever gains that have been made till then.

In Philippines there existed a fairly permissive system of
labour relations largely following the Americal model. The model inclu-
.ded such institutions as certification of electicns for the determination
of a trade union as a bargaining representative, the concept of unfair
laﬁour practices; labour injunction and bargaining "in good faith®. The
declaration of martial law was the US Marcos' regime's response to the
growing militancy 6f the peoples' struggles; martial law threatened the
-workers’ right to joﬁ security and curbed their right to strikeo’ The
Pregidential Decree of 1972 probibited strikes and picketing in vital
ihduEtries which include EPZs. It also prchibitel tlie collection of ...
contributions for defense or strike funds by the unions. These were
codified in the Labour Code of 1974. Though trade unions were not banned
in the zones strikes werc not allowed in "vital® industries, which included
those of the ¥IZs. The zone Authority had exclusive right over the zones

an¢ was the final iniluence through compulsory arbitration.

The right of tie workers to collective bargaining is a myth when
their right to organise is restricted. And worse, they are deprived of
their most effective ieapon to assert their power -- the right to strike.

Though right to strike has been restored since 1981 the fascist repression
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goes on, The assaults, intimidation, and harrassment of the workers by

the military are for the purpose of weakening 4the labour movement.

In Malaysia the Malaysian Trade Union Ordinance of 1959'weht to
‘the extent of empowering the Minister to suspend a trade union for a pe=
riod of time on what are infact interminable grounde, Such suspension
renders the union illegal and incapable of functioning legally. The
ordinonce prohibits public servants from being members of a trade union
and bars outeiders and office-bearers of political parties from holding

office in trade unions.

Under the Malaysian Industrial Relations Act, 1967 the Ministé;
is empowered to give r~ecognition to a union. The act exempts “pioneer
industries® from collective bargaining and makes strikes practiczlly
imposaible. In addition, the govermment laid such strict rules for regi-~
stering unions, particulafly in the electronics industry - the PI% indu~
stry, and for the election of union office~bearers, that it became impo-.

ssiblie for existing unions to get a foot=hold in the ‘pioneer industries".

These measures have affected a good number of trade unions., DHMost
of them have been declared illegal, A classic example is the public poli-
cies administered by the trade union Registrar who anmulled the first a
appearance of a trale union that regrouped the workers in the electronic
and electrical factories contending that these were consilered tc be of

two different industries.

In Sri Lanka, %11l 1977, the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) and
the other left parties supporting it could shape a path quite different
f

from the paths followed b§ thogse countries in SE Asia, such as Halaysia.
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The United National Party (UiP) after its .electoral victory in 1977
started on a strong move towards the SE Asian model. In respect to la~
bour the commission (GCEC) was _cmpowered to "stipulate minimm Wa.g;es'

to be paid to employees §f any enterprise ans the conditions of service
of employees engaged in any enterprise®, It could in the ecexercise of
this power grant to sucl'; enterprises exemptions from the various laws
operative in the country. These provisions meant that the FT% could be
exempted from all the labour laws of the count:y by fiat of the mini-
ster, This is exactly what was intended as iz evident from the statement
of Mr. Jayawardene vhile presenting the amended Industrial Disputes Act

in the National Stﬁte Assembly:

"So we have demsrcated a certain area. In that area,
I vant to say quite frankly, let the people of the
World incluiing our capitalists come and wmake it a
'robber baron's areas, like the Americab System
and the Japanese . 'stem and the British system
before the Inwustrial Hevolution, let anybody
come and invest®, ‘

These labour laws could not have been enacted without altering
the political set up. This work the govermment has completed. It repla-~
ced the Parliamentary system with an Executive Prezidential system. The
term of the Parliament was extended for six years in 1983, In addition to
all this the government has armed itself with the so-called anti--terrorist

lawe, These laws are aimed at the working class and its organisations too.

In Korea, a Provisional Special Law regulating Labour disputes
at foreign firmms was introduced in 1970, »rohibiting all labour disputes
in the zones. Statutory arbitration committees were set up to resolve

1abqur disputes, and wide-ranging exemptions from existing labour laws



27

were granted in the zones,

In sum, dismantling of industrial relations seems to be the phe~-
nomenon closely associaied with the policy of ELI and its cocomitant I'TZ.
However, thig dismantling is often not confined to the FTZe and has larger

impact. Labour is often brutally crushed sl the political process suited

for carrying out such oppression seems to be the authoritarian ultra-faci-

st type.

Iv. Employment of VWomen in the Factorics: Delicacy of
Toucn or Sheer Subjugation 7

Industrial capital since its inception has gone in search of
segments of population who could be degraded and whose work could be tri-
vialised in the society. This got reflected in the initial phase of the
emergence of thz factory systen in the form of employment of women and
children, Industrial capital s’ zed these poor an’ helpless segments of

the society and 'burnt them ocut'! continuously in its expansion.

The picture of the ‘use' of women continues through two centuries
of the history of industrial capital. As a strategy of the capital to re-
duce costs, an accompaniment to the fragmentation of skills and the 'degra-
dation of work'. The industrial capital in its expansion brings an ever
ipcreasing number of women into the sphere of production. The bringing of
women in the recent past has followed the socalled second tindustrial revoe

~lution'. It is considered a 'technical necessity':



Haeocaethelr delicacy of toucﬁ is indispen-
gable for a large number of tasks in which
most men would be completely incapable or
deplorebly infericr'. Women's manual dex~
terity and quickness of eye, their delis
cacy and lightness of touch, mzde them
cleaner neater and quicker at noticing
deiects, sewing up bags, assenbling and
packing goods and minding machineS..es'

[ Herzog, 1980 : 23 /

What characterises women's work in manufacturing is piece work.
Through this mode of wage payment ".....vay is {ixed against a specified
level .of performance. The specification of the targets that women have
to meet is set by the worle-study analyst in relation to an overall grid
of ¢:lues given to each movement of an operation.....”™ Such a mode of

]
wage payment offers both managements control over the labour process and
the workferce and a means of calculating letour costs as a fraction of
production costs., Thus mechine is the norm and the norm is imposed by

~

means of the gysten of iece wages.

The situation existing in the FTZs is only an extension of the
situation existing in the factories of the MNCs in the developed countries
beta historically and contemporaneously. The relocation of production fa-
cilities in PI7s, then, is-an effort at drawing out the large pool of
young women in these scountriecs.

In addition to the active capitalist efforts at trivialising and
degrading women's work what further complicates this whole atructure is
the attitude of man to.woman's piace in society in general and women's
work in particular. The trade union movement is also partly responsible

for this state of socictys
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"Though numerically women outmmbered men

in the union, they were locked out by the
men not only from positions but from dis-
cussiona as well., It was assumed that

women worked for pin money or that factory
work was not the real work in which women
were involved and to which women were .commi-
tted. In this way women's work and contri-
bution are minimised, trivialised and viewed
as peripheral in relation to the work and
contribution of male members of the union.
The emphasis upon the male bread winner

and the assumption made by male trade unio-
nist that the world i labour is a male world
showa a union organisation that reprocuces
the patriarchal forms of the factory"

/ Swaminathan, 1985 : 1349_/

Thus on the while the male dominance and the uneaqual =alatijonship
between men and women in the society in general is effectively exploited
by the capital for its advancement. And in maintaining the status quo
every ideological tool is made use of through the media and other super-
structures available in the society:

Both women and men are cencouraged to

believe in the family as 'natvral' and desi-
rable. The concomitants of this view are
that heterosexuality, the gender division

of labour within the family and the power

of men in the home are all part of a natural
world which cannot, therefore, be challengedﬂ

—

/Swaminathan, 1985 : 1349_/

In the developing countries the dimensions of political suppression
ig added to the sexual division of labour perpetrated by the MNCs and the
subo¥dination of women, DTismantling of industrial relation seems/to be
- associated with the policy of ELI in all the countries studied. Further,
this dismantling often extends beyond the boundary of FTZe and has larger
impact on the society. In a word, the 1ong arm of -the Govermment is an

active participant in making the labour not only cheap but docile as well.
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Conclusions

In conclusion, the structure of PTZ production is defined by
companies within the zones @%t the micro, Thé location and control of
the companies are a reflection of the macro world wherein the developing
countries are struggling to boost their exports through the ELI strategy
to stave off persistentZBOP problems, and the MiCs are systematically
relocating their production facilities aimed at exploiting the extremely
cheap labour in the fiecce competitive struggle of capital, This whole
process takes place within certain socio-cultural parameters marked by
definite modes of subo-dination, such as subordination of women. These
specific pre-ezisting modes have always been mzde use of by capital in

4
its aggraniisement and the §T2s are no exception.

The charactere involved iﬁ this whole drama are the FIZ workers
facing tie local management of - 2ir unite at the micro. where the local
managements are controlled and guided by the overall policy of the mother
units located elsewhere, being part of the international capital. The
laws the local managements need to follow in their relationship with la~
bour in the process of production are set by a zovernment which is under
constant pressure to ofier the cheapest and most docile labour. Ruwwmning
parallel to this and continuously contributing to this thgme is the dramg
of the male dominated life world where females are made to carry out tasks

which are abominable and degrading.



31
Notes

These are based on surveys carried out in Philippines, Taiwan,
Malaysia and Sri Lanka by Asia Partnership for Human Development
between 1981 and 1983,

Compared to tie othor zones in our study the per cent below 17 years
looks amazingly small, the reason for which need be seen in the
restrictions imposed in Sri Lanka on employment of persons below 18
years such as prohibition on employing such persons before 5 AM

and after 5 PM. :

This could be attributed to the generally high levels of literacy -
‘in Sri Lanke.
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