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FORE- 
WORD 

 

 

As any labour researcher in the world, I 

treasure every opportunity to conduct 

empirical research through which I am 

able to talk to workers, unionists, and 

managers to capture the latest 

developments on the ground and analyse 

the real reasons behind them. This 

research on ‘Access to Global Social 

Rights of Female Migrant Electronic 

Workers in Vietnam’ is special because 

this has been the first time the global 

social rights are used as the analytical 

framework in the context of Vietnam. This 

research is also special because it 

covered a large number of electronic 

suppliers located in the two industrial 

zones of Bac Ninh, one of the fastest-

growing provinces in Vietnam and widely 

regarded as the center 
 

of the phone industry of the country. 

The framework of global social rights 

fits well in this context because it not 

only allows for investigation of labour 

practices within the workplace but also 

workers’ access to social services in 

their community and the possible 

impacts on their dependants in the 

home villages. 

 

As a critical assessment of the access to 

social rights of female migrant electronic 

workers in Vietnam, this research is 

meant to be a critically constructive input 

to the on-going debate and efforts to 

improve the access to rights and well-

being of the Vietnamese workers by 

figuring out the root causes and 

suggesting possible solutions. 

 

I was priviledged and grateful to be 

supported by Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung 

(RLS) Southeast Asia Office in Vietnam 

and collaborated with the Center of 

Development and Integration (CDI) in 

this comprehensive research. Without 

their support and partnership, this study 

would not have been possible. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

 

The study made a critical assessment of the 

access to social rights by female migrant 

electronic workers in Bac Ninh. The study 

found that the female migrant workers face 

with formidable obstacles to access to social 

rights, both in the factories and in their 

communities. The specific findings are: 

 

The female workers started to migrate at a 

very young age, mostly at 18 years old but the 

study also found 5% who migrated between 

14-17 years old. The workers have low level of 

skills (mostly unskilled) and education. 

 

The ethnic minorities accounted for more than 

half of the surveyed labour force which shows 

the scarcity of labour (especially the Kinh 

majority) in the area. 

 

The electronic workers tend to change jobs 

quite often with over 50% have changed job in 

the previous 12 months. 

 

The majority of workers are under short term 

contracts or no contract; only 10.9% secured 

indefinite-term contracts. 

 

Working overtime is a norm rather than an 

exception with over 80% of workers working 

overtime on daily basis. Workers are also 

required to work much more than the overtime 

limit provided by the law. The highest overtime 

recorded was 150 hours/month. The survey 

has also found cases of forced overtime which 

is a form of forced labour. 

 

Regular and excessive overtime has left serious 

impacts on the workers’ life and their families: 

92.2% of the workers’ children have to live 

away from their parents, either with their sports, 

or any types of leisure. 

 

The regular wages paid to rank-and-file 

workers1 are low: 7% are not even receiving 

the minimum wage level. Women are paid less 

than men in all wage components, from basic 

salary to allowances and bonus with the overal 

pay gap being 13%, higher than the national 

gender pay gap. Overtime accounts for 30% of 

the total income on average.  

 
 

 

The basic salary paid to workers during regular 

working hours covers only 48.6% of their living 

needs; as a result the workers have no other 

choice but working overtime to make ends meet. 

Particularly, the workers have heavy financial 

burden as they are sending over 60% of their 

monthly income as remittance back to their home 

villages to raise children and support their 

parents. Still, nearly 30% workers are hardly 

earning enough to cover basic living expenses 

for themselves and their families, resulting in 

debts or selling of their own assets. With such 

low basic wage and heavy family burden, the 

workers are pushed into a vicious cycle of low 

wages, long working hours and high labour 

turnover (as workers search for jobs with more 

overtime). Such vicious cycle finally leads not to 

accumulation of skills, experience and higher 

income but to employment insecurity and 

deterioration of health. 

 

Although over 80% of the surveyed workers 

have been trained on occupational safety and 

health (OSH), it seems the trainings were not 

effective enough to protect them from the 

potential risks at the workplace. As a result, 

68% of the workers had to find out about the 

toxic substances and chemicals they are 

exposed to every day on their own, either by 

reading the bottle labels or searching on the 

internet or from colleagues. Without fully 

equipped knowledge and skills to protect 

themselves from the risks at work, many 

workers reported bad impacts on their health 

such as dizziness, fainting, reduction of 

eyesight and hearing. The impacts on women’s 

health are particularly acute with nearly half of 

the women reported menstrual problems such 

as excessive bleeding.  

 

All of the companies surveyed have been 

unionised but the unions are not effective in 

representing workers’ rights and interests. 

Most workers have never met a union 

official and it is almost impossible for them 

to feedback on the management via the 

grievance channels available in the 

factories. 
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1 - ‘Rank-and-file’ workers are blue collar workers who do not hold any managerial position 



The survey found that there are signs of  
discrimination against women and the local  
people: women account for the majority of the  
rank-and-file labour force but have little chance  
for promotion compared to men. The local  
people of Bac Ninh have also been obstacled  
from finding jobs in the electronics companies. 

 

The fast influx of migrant workers to Bac Ninh  
has stressed out the infrastructure limit of the  
province, resulting in poor living conditions for  
the migrants and local inhabitants: workers  
cramped in small rooms with limited access to  
clean water and poor waste disposal system.  
All these issues added to the health problems  
the workers face with in the workplace threaten  
to exacerbate workers’ health and result in  
their lack of commitment with work in these  
industrial zones.  
As much as 92.2% of the migrant workers’  
children, most of whom are under 6 years old,  
are not living together with their parents but in  
their home villages with their relatives or even  
alone. The reason is the workers’ long working  
hours and low commitment with the industrial  
jobs as well as the shortage of healthcare and  
education services for the migrants’ children. 
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Women in Vietnam have historically been 

significant contributors to economic production 

through their involvement in commerce, 

handicraft production and agriculture. However, 

the family structure in Vietnam has been mostly 

organised on patriarchal lines with a male-

centred kinship system. This system  
is reinforced with the Confucian ideology that 

acknowledged women’s subordination to their 

fathers, husbands and sons. Women did gain 

access to education and low-ranked 

employment in state offices during the French 

colonial period, however the wider patriarchal 

family structure has changed only marginally 

over time. After the independence of Vietnam, 

and particularly during the war period, women 

had greater public visibility due to the fact that 

a large number of men were recruited in the 

army, and consecutively family structure did 

undergo many changes (Barry 1996). 

 

After the lift of trade embargo in the 1995, 

Vietnam turned to an export-oriented 

development strategy which dwells upon the 

growth of labour-intensive, manufacturing 

industries. The manufacturing firms, especially 

in garment, footwear, food processing and 

electronics, have increasingly relied on the 

female labour force. As a result, Vietnamese 

women have made a growing contribution in 

both formal and informal sectors in Vietnam. 

Women now account for 48% of the total 

labour force with a high participation rate of 

72% in Vietnam (MOLISA 2016). Also around 

1.6 million Vietnamese women work in one of 

the 48 industrial zones that are dotted across 

the country, constituting 64% of the total 

Vietnamese labour force and 66% of trade 

union membership in these industrial zones 

(GSO, 2016). 

 

The vast majority of Vietnamese women 

working in the industrial zones are rank-and-

file workers in labour-intensive industries 

such as garment, footwear, electronics and 

food processing. However, very few women 

get promoted into managerial position. In the 

garment industry, for instance, two thirds of 

the team supervisors are men (Fontana and 

Silberman, year). Women are also paid less 

when working in the same job: according to 

the 2015 national labour force survey, female 

machine operators and assemblers, for 

instance, are paid 17% lower than men doing 

the same jobs (GSO, 2016). 

The 1.6 million female workers employed in the 

industrial zones have common personal and 

professional constraints: they are mostly under 

35 years of age with low skill levels and 

education; most have young dependent 

children (under 6 years old); their regular wages 

are often set below the liveable level and thus 

they are prone to work overtime to support 

themselves and their families. Over 60% of 

these female workers are rural migrants who 

are under higher levels of economic pressure 

compared to the locals due to the higher-than-

average rent, electricity and clean water tariffs 

and difficulties in accessing the public social 

and health services (Fair Wear Foundation, 

2015). 

 

Upon consideration of female migrant workers’ 

role in the economy, particularly in the export-

oriented manufacturing industries, and the 

various constraints they and their families are 

facing with, this research will make a critical 

assessment of the female (migrant) workers’ 

access to social rights with a focus on the 

electronics industry in Bac Ninh province. Bac 

Ninh was chosen for the case study because it 

is the center of the mobile phone industry with 

the supply networks of Microsoft, Foxconn 

(Apple), and Samsung - all located in the 

province. The phone industry is currently the 

biggest exporting sector of Vietnam with a fast 

growing labourforce, among them 90% are 

female workers. 

 

This research adopts the ‘global social rights’ 

framework for analysis. The global social rights 

framework is shaped by the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR). As defined by the ICESCR, 

the global social rights includes the following 

basic standards:  
• The right to non-discrimination based on 

race, colour, sex, language, religion, political 

or other opinion, national or social origin, 

property, birth or other status (article 2);  
• The right to work (articles 6)  
• The right to enjoyment of just and 

favourable conditions of work (article 7) 

• The right to form and join trade unions 

(article 8); 

• The right to social security (article 9);  
• The right to an adequate standard of living 

(article 11); 

• The right to health (article 12);  
• The right to education (articles 13–14)  
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For the sake of this study, the researcher will 

examine the right to non-discrimination, the right 

to work, the right to form and join trade unions, 

the right to social security, the right to an 

adequate standard of living within the context of 

the workers’ workplaces or the factories in which 

they are working for. The remaining rights will be 

examined within the context of the communities 

where workers and their families are living in.  

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
 

With the overall objective of making an 

assesment of the social rights for the female 

workers in the electronics industrying using 

the ICESCR framework, the study will aim at 

the following specific objectives: 

 

Objective 1: To assess the working conditions 

of the female workers in the electronics 

industry, focusing on issues of non-

discrimination, social security, trade unions, 

employment opportunities and security 

 

In particular, the study will answer the 

following questions:  
1. Are there any signs of discrimination on the 

basis of gender, origin or any other aspects 

in the electronics industry?  
2. Are the female workers able to have full 

access to social security? 

3. Are the female workers able to form and 

join unions of their choice? 

4. To what extent the female workers have 

access to employment opportunities such 

as recruitment, training and promotion?  
5. To what extent the employment security of 

female workers guaranteed? 

 

Objective 2: To assess the female workers’ 

access to social services, education, health, 

standard of living and protection and 

assistance to the family 

 

In particular, the study will answer the 

following questions:  
1. Are the wages that the female workers get 

sufficient to maintain a decent standard of 

living for themselves and their family?  
2. Are the female workers able to access the 

basic social services such as healthcare, 

education for their children, housing 

services, and security?  
3. Do the female workers and their families 

have access to adequate support and 

protection from the local authorities?  

 

METHODOLOGY  
 

The study was initially informed by a 

comprehensive desk review of the previous 

studies and secondary data related to the 

electronics industry including the following 

topics:  
• The global value chains of the electronics 

industry: structure, markets, value allocation 

• The characteristics of the labour force in the 

electronics industry 

• Labour issues  
• Social services for migrant (female) workers 

in general and those working in the 

electronics industry 

 

After the desk review, the researchers 

conducted a survey of 202 female workers who 

are currently working in electronic firms in 02 

industrial zones in Bac Ninh. The researcher 

teamed up with the staff of a Vietnamese NGO 

to approach the female workers in  
their communities (either in their houses or in 

nearby cafes) after working hours and 

persuade them to participate in the research. 

The interviews were based on a questionnaire 

which covers the following issues (see Annex 1 

for the questionnaire):  
• The female workers’ working conditions: 

OSH standards, recruitment and 

employment security, discrimination at 

workplace, wages, union rights and gender-

based violence  
• The female workers’ access to social 

services: the standards of living of the 

workers and their families, access to 

healthcare, housing (including electricity 

and clean water), community security, and 

education for their children 

 

As the study focuses on female workers, 

women accounted for 75% of the total sample 

but the research also engaged a smaller 

proportion of male electronics workers for 

comparison between the two groups. The 

average age of electronic workers is very 

young (23 for women and 24 for men) but the 

study managed to engage workers of a wide 

range of ages from 18 to 39 years old (see 

Table 1 for details). 
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Table 1: Attributes of the surveyed workers  
 
No. of factories with workers 

surveyed 
 
Total no. of respondents 

 
Female respondents 

 
Average age of female workers 

 
Average age of male workers 

 

Rank-and-file workers* 
 
* The rest are quality-control workers and line supervisors 

 

 

55 

 

202 
 
151 (75%) 
 
23  
 
24  
 
190 (FM:  
76.8%) 

 

The evidence from the worker survey was  
supported by semi in-depth interviews with the  
stakeholders including:  

−− 01 representative of the Bac Ninh  
industrial zone authority  

−− 01 representative of a workers’  
village authority  

−− 03 landlords in Bac Ninh  
−− 01 representative of Bac Ninh federation  

of labour  
−− 01 representative of VGCL  
−− 01 representative of MOLISA 

 

The stakeholders were interviewed separately  
either at their houses (for landlords) or their  
offices (for others). The interviews were  
based on a list of guiding questions but the  
interviewers could ask additional questions to  
dig into emerging issues that were relevant for  
the research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

THE GLOBAL SUPPLY 

CHAIN OF THE PHONE 

INDUSTRY IN VIETNAM 
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2.1. STRUCTURE OF THE GLOBAL 

PHONE INDUSTRY 
 

Among various products manufactured in the 

electronics industry, mobile phones or 

cellphones are a typical frontier product that 

receives the largest attention from global 

consumers. Packed with innovative 

technologies in a small handheld device, they 

have fundamentally changed the way we 

consume products and services, the way we 

enjoy culture as well as our social 

interactions. With the development of global 

value chains, developing countries have not 

only emerged as new production centers and 

but also gained significance as a market. As a 

result, diverse value chains in terms  
of consumption and distribution are being 

developed in those countries (Lee &Gereffi, 

2013). Therefore, competition among various 

corporations surrounding the development, 

manufacturing, sales, and related services of 

mobile phones has been very fierce, and the 

competitive landscape has continued  
to evolve at a fast pace in order to keep up with 

changing technologies and trends. For 

example, Motorola and Nokia once dominated 

the mobile phone market but suddenly lost 

their competitiveness and collapsed. 

Meanwhile, Apple, which led the popularization 

of smartphones, has garnered massive profits; 

and Samsung, which stands shoulder to 

shoulder to Apple, is now the world’s number 

one mobile phone maker in terms of total 

shipments. Lee &Gereffi (2013) explain these 

trends in the mobile phone industry using the 

concept of “concentration” along the value 

chain. 

 

However, competition has not come to an end. 

China’s Huawei, Xiaomi, Vivo, and Oppo are 

rapidly emerging as the industry leaders. As of 

late 2015, despite its number one position in 

the worldwide smartphone market, Samsung 

Electronics only secured the 6th position in the 

Chinese market, and its position is estimated to 

be further down in 2016. Huawei is still no 

match for Apple or Samsung in the global 

market, but maintains a leading market share 

in the Chinese market. 

 

There are two types of brands: those that have 

manufacturing capacity such as Samsung, LG, 

Nokia, among others and brands that do not 

such as Apple. With or without manufacturing 

capacity, the brand firms subcontract and 

outsource a considerable amount of their 

manufacturing activities and use a range of 

suppliers for parts and components. These 

suppliers can be categorised into two groups: 

contract manufacturers and component 

suppliers (see Figure 1). 

 

The contract manufacturers are highly capable 

suppliers that undertake manufacturing, 

assembly and testing of parts and final 

products for other companies. Since their rise 

in the 1980s, contract manufacturers have 

grown into very large global firms in their own 

right, the most notable of which is Foxconn 

(Yusuf 2015). 

 

Component suppliers range from large global 

firms that design and produce technologically 

advanced components, to very small firms that 

produce parts and components. Some of the 

component suppliers (such as Microsoft and Intel) 

are platform leaders and are highly profitable. 

Others produce key components and, although 

engaged in relatively low-value-added activities, 

are critical for the functioning of the global supply 

chain in the electronics industry.  
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Figure 1: Structure of the phone supply chains 
Source: Adapted from ILO (2016) *OEM: Original Equipment Manufacturing   
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2.2. VIETNAM’S ELECTRONIC 

INDUSTRY   
The electronic industry has a long tradition in 

Vietnam dating back to the 1960s when the first 

state-owned companies produced electrical 

equipments solely for domestic consumption. 

Since 1994, together with the lifting of the trade 

embargo by the United States, Vietnam has 

received two waves of foreign investment into 

electronics. The first was pioneered by Japanese 

MNEs such as Canon, Panasonic, Sony, and 

Mitsubishi focusing on producing machinery, 

circuits and electrical products. Thanks to  
the first wave of FDI, the electronics industry 

quickly increased its export value to 6.3 

percent of the national export value by 2011. 

 

The second wave of FDI into electronics came 

in 2012 when the leading phone producers 
 

Figure 2: Proportion of electronics exports in 

total export value of Vietnam (%)  
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shifted their manufacturing base from China 

because of rising labour costs here2. Since 

2012, big phone brands such as Nokia, Apple, 

LG and most notably Samsung developed their 

manufacturing base, mostly in the North of 

Vietnam, making electronics the export 

champion, contributing 18.2 percent of the total 

export value. This figure grew to 40 percent in 

2016, of which phones and parts accounted for 

approximately 70 percent. The EU is the 

biggest export market of the electronics 

industry, followed by the US (see Figure 3). 

 

However, the foreign-invested firms dominated 

the phone industry, accounting for 99.67% of 

export value. The domestic companies either 

produce simple components to supply to the big 

phone brands or sell to the small domestic 

market. 
 

 

Figure 3: Key export markets of mobile 

handphones and parts from Vietnam 
 

8% South Korea  

 
12% US 

 
 
 
 
 

 
13% Saudi  
Arabia 

 
12 Source: Vietnam Customs Office, 2016 31% EU 

 

 2 - https://www.forbes.com/sites/techonomy/2014/07/25/electronics-manufacturers-bet-big-on-vietnam/#7aedaae12fe3  



The growth of the electronic industry since 2005 has 

also been characterised by the increase of large-scale, 

foreign-owned companies with the labour force 

increasingly dominated by female workers (see Table 

2). The classification of C26 which includes computer, 

phones and parts has seen a relative growth in the 

number of acting enterprises from 256 to 713 between 

2005 and 2012 but the average labour force size of 

these enterprises was 406 workers per firm or four 

times higher than the average labour size of 

electronics firms in general. The total labour force of 

the phone industry also tripled to 289,000 in 2012 and 

around 500,000 in 2016. Another remarkable change is 

the growth of the proportion of female workers in the 

phone industry: while overall women accounted for 

only 43% of the electronic industry’s labour force, this 

figure in the phone industry was 77.1% in 2012. 

Among the enterprises surveyed in this study, 

women accounted for up to 90% of their labour 

force. 
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2.3. CORPORATE SOCIAL 

RESPONSIBILITY AND 

PROCUREMENT POLICIES IN 

THE PHONE SUPPLY CHAIN IN 

VIETNAM 
 

While the garment industry is characterized by 

a wide variety of international brands and the 

flexibility of brands in switching from one 

supplier to another, even from one country to 

another, the electronics industry is much less 

foot-loose (Do 2017). The electronics industry 

has a smaller number of leading brands which 

dominate the global industry and markets. As 

the electronics market is highly fluctuative, 

each brand needs strict commitment and 

loyalty of their supplying firms. At the same 

time, an electronic supply firm is much more 

technology-specific and capital intensive than 

a garment firm; therefore, it is difficult for  
an electronic supplier to quickly switch from 

one product to another and from one brand to 

another. Due to these reasons, each of the 

leading electronic brands develop their own 

supply network which rarely changes even 

when they move from one production country 

to another. 

 

Apart from Apple which relies on Foxconn as 

the contract manufacturer, almost all other 

phone brands such as LG, Samsung, Oppo, 

Nokia have their own manufacturing factories 

together with their core global suppliers which 

move with them whenever the brand firms 

shift to a new manufacturing base. For 

instance, 99 out of 108 suppliers to Samsung 

are Korean firms which supply to Samsung all 

over the world. When LG set up their factory 

in Trang Due industrial zone in Hai Phong, its 

core suppliers, mostly Korean, also set up 

their factories in the same industrial zone. 

Apart from the core suppliers, the phone 

companies also source from non-core ones 

mostly for non-confidential components such 

as headphones and packaging. 

 

Negotiation of the purchasing prices for the 

core suppliers usually occur between the brand 

and the headquarter of the supplying firms 

instead of the factories in Vietnam. In other 

words, the local management of the supplying 

firms have little voice in negotiating the 

purchasing prices with the brands. For the local 

suppliers, the brands often impose the default 

prices for the parts or components they  

are purchasing rather than negotiating with 

each supplier. It is therefore a leave-it-or-take-

it deal for the non-core suppliers. 

 

Firstparty monitoring is the norm in the phone 

industry. The most common social responsibility 

code of conduct used in the electronics industry 

is Responsible Business Alliance (formerly 

known as EICC - Electronic Industry Citizenship 

Coalition). Samsung conducts RBA auditing 

over their core suppliers every three months 

while Apple and LG audit annually. The 

outcome of audits is kept confidential between 

the brands and their suppliers. Third-party 

monitoring is rarely found in the phone industry. 
 

 

According to a recent study of the phone-

making supply chain in Vietnam, the lead firms 

applied different sanctions upon the suppliers 

that violate the CSR standards: the sanction is 

less strict for their core suppliers than for the 

non-core ones although they may have the 

similar violations (Do 2017). Also, the suppliers 

that sell to more buyers tend to have better 

margin than those who sell to an exclusive 

brand as in the latter case, the brand has such 

powerful leverage that the margin of the 

supplier is minimized and there is little space for 

negotiation. 

 

With such monopsony power of the leading 

firms in the phone industry, there have been 

concerns about the ‘race to the bottom’ in 

terms of labour standards within the phone 

supply chains in the developing countries. For 

the case of Vietnam, the recent studies by 

IPEN (IPEN/CGFED 2017)5 and FES (Do 

2017)6 captured certain facets of the labour 

problems within the phone industry in Vietnam 

such as long working hours, poor worker 

protection, low employment security, gender 

discrimination, work safety problems, usage of 

chemicals, among others. Based upon these 

early findings, this study continues to explore 

the access of female workers in the phone 

industry in Bac Ninh to social rights.  

 
 5 - Link to the report: https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/FINAL_Stories%20of%20Women%20Workers%20in%20Vietnam%27s%20Electronics%20Industry%20FINAL%20Nov%20  

14 
2017.pdf 

6 - Link to the report: https://www.fes-asia.org/news/the-missing-link-in-the-chain/ 
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3.1. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 

SURVEYED POPULATION 
 

Young migration, child labour and ethnic minorities  
The surveyed workers are young: the average 

wage for women is 23 and that for men is 24. In 

fact, the majority (67.8%) of the surveyed workers 

is between 18-25 years old (see Table). When 

asked about the age the workers started to 

migrate, there was 5% of respondents migrated 

to work at the age of 14-17 years old. It is unclear 

at what age these young migrants have started 

working in the electronics industry but the study 

also found one case in which a worker was only 

17 years old at the time of interview and she had 

worked in the current job for 6 months. The 2012 

Labour Code provides that minor employees 

(those between 15-18 years old) shall not work 

with exposure to toxic substances and shall not 

work overtime (Article 169). In other words, using 

a minor employee of under 18 years old in an 

electronic factory is not in compliance with the 

Labour Code. 

 

The electronic factories in BacNinh are also using 

a large number of ethnic minorities from the 

Northern provinces. In our sample, 58% of the 

surveyed workers were of ethnic minorities (see 

Table 4). According to the management, it has 

become increasingly difficult to recruit Kinh 

majority workers in BacNinh and neighboring 

provincesas the jobs in the industrial zones are 

no longer attractive to them. Consequently, the 

factories target the ethnic minority young people 

who have lower education level and less access 

to formal jobs than the Kinh majority (Interview 

with the HR manager of an electronic company, 

November 2017). A female worker of Nung 

ethnicity from Lang Son province told us: 

 

“I was a peasant in my home town and 

earnedonly 2 million dong [per month]. 

Therefore, I left my 4-year-old child for my 

mother-in-law and came to Bac Ninh to work in 

the factory. I earn around VND 6 million/month 

now and I can send 3 million dong home to 

raise my son”. 

 

Table 3: Ages of surveyed workers   

Age ranges No. of workers % of total 

Under 18 01 0.5% 

18-25 137 67.8% 

26-30 48 23.8% 

31-39 16 7.9%  
 

7 - Link to the report: https://www.fes-asia.org/news/the-missing-link-in-the-chain/ 

Table 4: Ethnic background of surveyed workers   

Ethnicity No. of workers % of total 

Kinh 85 42.0 

Tay 32 15.8 

Muong 28 13.7 

Nung 26 12.9 

Others 31 15.6 

 

Low level of skills and education  
More than 50% of the respondents are 

highschool graduates but 25% of them only 

finished junior secondary school and 1% did 

not go to school at all (see Figure 5). This 

shows that the factories have largely loose 

recruitment requirements; or in other words, 

the factories only require unskilled labour. 

 

High labour turnover  
The labour force in the surveyed factories is 

also characterised by high labour turnover (Do 

2017) . As shown by the survey, nearly 50% of 

the surveyed workers have worked changed to 

their current jobs in less than a year (see 

Figure 6) while 51.5% have got the previous 

employment experience of under a year. Only 

20% of the workers have got experience  
of more than 3 years. According to factory 

managers interviewed, their annual labour 

turnover rates range from 20-40% between 

2015 and 2017. 

 

Low level of skills and education  
More than 50% of the respondents are 

highschool graduates but 25% of them only 

finished junior secondary school and 1% did 

not go to school at all (see Figure 5). This 

shows that the factories have largely loose 

recruitment requirements; or in other words, 

the factories only require unskilled labour. 

 

High labour turnover  
The labour force in the surveyed factories is 

also characterised by high labour turnover (Do 

2017)7. As shown by the survey, nearly 50% of 

the surveyed workers have worked changed to 

their current jobs in less than a year (see 

Figure 6) while 51.5% have got the previous 

employment experience of under a year. Only 

20% of the workers have got experience  
of more than 3 years. According to factory 

managers interviewed, their annual labour 

turnover rates range from 20-40% between 

2015 and 2017. 
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Figure 5: Education level of surveyed workers  
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3.2. RIGHT TO WORK AND 

EMPLOYMENT SECURITY 
 

The States Parties to the present Covenant 

recognize the right to work, which includes the 

right of everyone to the opportunity to gain [her 

or his] living by work which [she or he] freely 

chooses or accepts, and will take appropriate 

steps to safeguard this right.  
Article 6(1) of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

 

The 2012 Labor Code provides that: ‘before 

hiring a worker, the employer and the worker 

shall directly conclude an employment contract’ 

(Article 18.1) and the employment contract  
for work duration of over 3 months ‘shall be 

concluded in writing’ (Article 16.1).The Labour 

Code also requires that the employer has to 

sign an indefinite term contract with a worker 

after 2 short-term contracts (Article 22.2). 

 

Among the 202 surveyed workers, the most 

common type of employment contract which 

accounts for 73.8% of the total sample, is the 

short-term contract of 1-3 years (see Figure  
7). The pervasiveness of short-term contracts 

demonstrates the nature of work experience of 

the electronic workers: high turnover and low 

commitment. For the category of precarious 

work which includes those without employment 

contracts, seasonal contracts and contracts of 

under 01 year, the study found 15.4% of the 

workers falling into this group. In comparison, 

the indefinite term contract, the type of 

employment contract that guarantees the 

highest employment security, accounts for only 

10.9% of the overall sample. 

Figure 6: Length of current employment  
 

49.5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

18.8 
 20.3  

     

   11.4   

    
 Under 1-2 2-3 Over3  

1 year years years years  
 
Figure7: Types of employment contracts of surveyed workers (%)  
 

1-3 years 73.8 

Contract 
8.9 under 1 year  

Indefinite term 
10.9 

contract  

Seasonal 
1.5 

contact  

No contact 5.0 
   

 

Another relevant issue which has also been 

found in other labour-intensive manufacturing 

industries is forced and excessive overtime. As 

found in previous studies, excessive overtime 

is a serious problem in the phone industry 

because of production fluctuations and short 

product cycle (Do 2017; IPEN/CGFED 2017). 

 

There are 02 working time arrangements for 

the electronic workers: they can work 8-hour 

shift for 6 days/week (changing from day to 

night shift periodically) or 10-hour shift for  
4 days/week. Apart from the regular hours, 

the workers may be asked to work overtime. 

The survey shows that 83.7% of workers 

work overtime on a regular basis. We also 

asked them about the amount of overtime 

work during normal months and during high 

seasons. It should be noted that the Labour 

Code provides for the monthly overtime limit 

of 30 hours and annual limit of 200 hours.  
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As shown in Figure 8, over 70% of workers 

constantly worked beyond the legal limit of 

overtime all through the year. During high-

season months, nearly 70% of the surveyed 

workers had to work for more than 45 hours/ 

month of overtime and the highest monthly 

overtime amount recorded in our survey is 150 

hours/month (or nearly 14 hours per day) 
 

 

Figure8: Proportion of surveyed workers 

working more than 30 hours of overtime/month 

during normal months and high seasons  
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High season 
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By law, overtime work is based on workers’ 

consent (Labour Code, Article 106.2); in 

practice, the workers should be asked about 

their willingness to do overtime and sign in the 

consent form. Although many workers insisted 

that they ‘prefer to work overtime in order to 

increase their income’, quite a few claimed that 

working overtime was not necessarily their 

choices but they were under pressure by the 

management to accept. A female worker told us 

if her team has not finished the work target of 

the day, they would be ‘required to keep on 

working until the work is complete’. A few other 

workers found it difficult to ask for not doing 

overtime because their supervisors said that 

‘the production line needs all workers to 

operate normally so if you leave, others will not 

be able to work’. 

 

If the workers are forced to work overtime 

against their own consent and conditions, it 

is a form of forced labour. In this survey, we 

have found cases in which workers are 

under pressure to conform with the overtime  

requirement by the employers. Excessively 

long working hours, as a result, have adverse 

impacts on the family life of the workers. The 

younger workers who remain single or those 

who are not living with their children tend to be 

willing to work overtime while it is difficult for 

mothers with children to continue working after 

the regular hours. However, as overtime work 

has become a norm rather than an exception in 

the electronic factories in Bac Ninh, the 

workers either have to quit the jobs or leave 

their small children in their home villages. In 

fact, the survey found that 92.2% of the under-

18-year-old children of the surveyed workers 

were living away from their parents, either with 

their relatives in the home villages or alone. 

 

This study echoes other research in showing 

the serious issues of excessive and 

sometimes, forced overtime of workers and the 

precariousness of their employment which 

have left adverse impacts on their family life.  

 

3.3. RIGHT TO JUST AND 

FAVOURABLE CONDITIONS 

OF WORK 
 
The States Parties to the present Covenant 

recognize the right of everyone to the 

enjoyment of just and favourable conditions of 

work, which ensure in particular:  
(a) Remuneration which provides all workers, 

as a minimum, with:  
(i) Fair wages and equal remuneration for work 

of equal value without distinction of any kind, 

in particular women being guaranteed 

conditions of work not inferior to those 

enjoyed by men, with equal pay for equal 

work;  
(ii) A decent living for themselves and their  

families in accordance with the provisions of 

the present Covenant;  
(b) Safe and healthy working conditions;  
(c) Equal opportunity for everyone to be 

promoted in his employment to an 

appropriate higher level, subject to no 

considerations other than those of seniority 

and competence;  
(d) Rest, leisure and reasonable limitation of 

working hours and periodic holidays with 

pay, as well as remuneration for public  
holidays.  

-Article 7 of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights-  
The just and favourable conditions of work 
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as defined in Article 7 of the International 

Covenant on Economic, social and cultural 

rights include a fair and livable wage, safe and 

healthy working conditions, equal chance to 

job promotion, and reasonable working hours. 

The research, therefore, will examine each of 

these four aspects among the Bac Ninh 

electronic factories. 

VGCL and VCCI/VCA. Each party will consult 

their own members and develop their own 

proposal for the new minimum wage. Then, at 

the annual meeting of the NWC, each party 

defends their proposals while negotiating for 

the 04regional minimum wages which takes 

effect at the beginning of the next year. 

 

Right to Reasonable Working Hours  
As discussed earlier, working overtime has  
become more a norm than an exception in the  
phone industry. The survey found that over  
70% of workers constantly worked beyond  
the legal limit of overtime all through the year  
of 2017. During high-season months, nearly  
70% of the surveyed workers had to work for  
more than 45 hours/month of overtime and the  
highest monthly overtime amount recorded in  
our survey is 150 hours/month. 

 

With such long working hours, the workers  
either have to quit the jobs or leave their 

 
The two industrial zones in the survey fall into 

Region 2 in terms of regional minimum wages. 

For 2017, the MW for Region 2 is 3,320,000 

dong/month and the workers who have 

received training by the companies or else are 

entitled to an additional 7% (Decree 153/2016/ 

ND-CP). This means that a trained worker 

should receive at least 3,552,400 dong/month 

(gross MW) for their regular working hours. 

The survey found that 14 workers (or 7.0% of 

the sample) received basic salaries lower than 

the minimum wage for trained workers as 

mentioned above. The lowest basic salary 

recorded was only 3 million dong/month or 

15.5% lower than the MW.  
young children (mostly between 1-3 years old)  
in their home villages: 92.2% of the under-18-

year-old children of the surveyed workers 

were living away from their parents, either with 

their relatives in the home villages or alone. 

The workers themselves have very little time 

for themselves: only 34.1% of workers had 

any vacation in the past 12 months and 71.2% 

had no sport/exercise activity. In other words, 

the workers do not have time for rest, leisure, 

periodic holidays nor reasonable time with 

their family as required by Article 7 of the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, 

and Cultural Rights. 

 
However, when we compare the average 

compensation8 of men and women doing the 

same jobs (rank-and-file workers), we found 

that women are receiving less than men in all 

wage components as well as the overall 

income (see Figure9). The biggest difference 

is found in the payment of allowances and 

bonus (53.9%), followed by basic salary (13%) 

and overtime (3%). The overall gender pay 

gap is 6.5%. The pay gap of 13% in basic 

salary between male and female rank-and-file 

electronic workers is higher than the national 

gender pay gap of 10.5%9.  
 

Right to a Fair and Livable Wage  
Vietnam is one of the few countries in which  
the minimum wage is supposed to cover the  
minimum living needs of the worker and his/  
her family. The Labour Code provides that:  
“minimum wage is the lowest payment for an  
employee who performs the simplest work in  
normal working conditions and must ensure  
the minimum living needs for the employee  
and his/her family” (Art. 91.1). Before 2013,  
the minimum wage was set by the government  
with consultations with trade unions and  
employers’ organisations. However, since  
2013, the new minimum wage is set by the  
National Wage Council (NWC) at the end of the  
year. The National Wage Council is a tripartite  
body with equal representation of MOLISA, 
 
8 - The compensation figures here are take-home (net) salaries of workers.  
9 - Information from the General Statistics Office: http://www.gso.gov.vn/default.aspx?tabid=382&idmid=&ItemID=18667  
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Figure9: Average monthly compensationof rank-and-file male and FM workers (VND) 
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It should be noted that overtime pay accounts 

for 30% of the total income on average 

(although overtime pay is slightly more 

important to women than men). However, to 

determine whether the current wages provide 

a decent living conditions for the workers and 

their families, we compare the prevailing wage 

(which is the income a worker earns during 

regular working hours only) comprised of the 

basic salary and allowances/bonus with the 

living wage. Here we use the living wage 

estimate of Wage Indicator Organisation which 

is based on the Anker methodology. The living 

wage estimate for Vietnam is based on the 

typical household size in Vietnam of 2 adults 

and 2 children with 1.8 people working. The 

basic needs of the family include food, 

housing, transport, health, education, and 

other living costs plus 5% for contingency and 

tax deductions. 

 
As shown in the Wage Ladder (Figure 10), the 

net living wage estimates for January 2018 

ranges from 4,670,167dong/month to 

6,444,716dong/month for the least and most 

developed regions of Vietnam. Bac Ninh is 

Region 2 or the second developed region of the 

country; yet we put both living wage estimates 

in to show the range of the benchmarks. We 

then compare the living wage estimates with (i) 

the net total income; (ii) the net basic salary; 

and (iii) net prevailing wage of the male and 

female electronic rank-and-file workers in the 

survey. The prevailing wages and the basic 

salaries of both male and female workers are 

lower than the lowest living wage estimate with 

the disparity larger for women than men. This 

means that in order to sustain a decent living 

standard, both men and women have to work 

overtime on a regular basis to improve their 

income. 
 
   Figure10: Wage ladder of rank-and-file electronic workers, 2017 
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 10 - Wage Indicator is a non-profit organisation established in 1999 in the Netherlands and now operates in 92 countries. Wage Indicators estimate the living wage annually in 62 countries including Vietnam. 

 The Living Wage is an approximate income needed to meet a family ’s basic needs including food, housing, transport, health, education, tax deductions and other necessities. The latest living wage estimates for 

20 
Vietnam can be found here: https://wageindicator.org/salary/living-wage/vietnam-living-wage-series-january-2018 

11 - Anker, Richard and Anker, Martha (2017). Living Wages Around the World: Manual for Measurement. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing  
For an overview of the Anker living wage methodology, please see: https://www.globallivingwage.org/about/anker-methodology/ 



Although the minimum wages are supposed to 

cover the minimum living needs of the workers 

and their families, they are lagging far behind 

the living wages. For instance, the gross MW 

for Region 1 in 2017 is 3,500,000 dong/month 

while the living wage estimate by the Wage 

Indicator Organisation is 7,200,000 dong/ 

month; in other words, the MW only covers  
48.6% of the needs of the worker and his/her 

family. The basic salaries paid to 93% of the 

electronic workers in this survey are the same 

as or slightly higher than the applicable MWs 

but much lower than the living wage, which has 

strongly driven them into being willing to work a 

lot of overtime on a regular basis to sustain 

themselves and their dependants. Working 

long hours mean less time for the workers’ 

families, which has resulted in the fact that 

92.2% of the workers’ children under 18 years 

old must live in separation from their parents. 

 

Living away from their children and their 

(extended) families, the workers have to send 

remittance back to their home villages to support 

their beloved ones. The survey indicated that 

85.6% of the workers send remittances home on 

regular basis, with the frequency  
of 1-12 times/year. Particularly 43.5% of the 

workers are sending remittances home on a 

monthly basis with the amount ranging from 1 

million to 8 million dong/month. On average, the 

workers are sending 60% of their total income 

as remittance back to their home villages to 

raise children and support their parents. The 

remittances are used first and foremost to 

purchase food and necessities for their children 

and parents as well as education for the 

children. A smaller amount is used for saving 

and paying debts (see Table 5). 

 

Table 5: Migrant workers’ remittances  

Average frequency of 8.2 times/year 

remittance  

Average amount of remittance 4.400.000 dong/ 

 time 
  

Top priorities for remittancew  

Food for children and 33.8% 

parents  

Education for children 13.3% 

Saving 13.3% 

Paying debts 7.5%  
 

With the financial burden of supporting their 

children and parents in their home villages, 

the workers have to work extra overtime while 

thrifting on their own living expenses. Still, 

29.7% workers claimed that they are not 

making enough money for the basic expenses 

and have no saving. Consequently, these 

workers either have to make loans from their 

friends and relatives (without interests) or from 

other sources (with interests). 

 

Low wages result in workers’ drive to work 

more overtime; at the same time, when the 

company does not have overtime work, the 

workers tend to leave for other jobs. With 

short work experience and low skills, the 

workers’ regular wages remain low, which 

again urges them to work more overtime. 

This is a vicious cycle which finally leads not 

to accumulation of skills, experience and 

higher income but to employment insecurity 

and deterioration of health. 

 

Right to Safe and Healthy Working Conditions  
In the survey, we asked the workers if their 

work involves exposure with chemicals and 

whether they have received proper OSH 

training as required by the law12. The outcome 

is that 83.2% workers have undertaken OSH 

trainings and 47% said that their work involve 

exposure to chemicals. 

 

However, among the workers exposed to 

chemicals in their workplace, 26.7% have not 

been trained on potential risks at workplace 

(hazards, poisonous substances) and impacts 

on their health; 34.6% have not been trained 

on how to use and maintain their protective 

clothes and equipment; and 44.3% have not 

been trained on safety procedures at work. 

 

It appears that either the OSH trainings 

provided to the workers were not satisfactory 

or many workers were not trained on 

chemicals: the survey shows that only 43.1% 

of the workers exposed to chemicals got to 

know about the chemicals and their risks from 

the OSH trainings provided by the employers 

and 44.2% from the posters and brochures at 

the workplace while 68.4% of these workers 

got to know by reading the labels of the bottles 

and cans on their own. The quality of OSH 

training does not appear to be satisfactory 

when 64% of the workers did not find OSH 

trainings on chemicals understandable and 

clear. 

 
12 - Chapter 9 of the 2012 Labour Code provides for the responsibilities of the State, the employer and the worker in ensuring safe and healthy working environment. Article 150 of the Labour 

Code and Circular 13/2016/TT-BLDTBXH provide that the workers who perform work with strict OSH regulations which include working with exposure to dangerous chemicals must receive  
OSH training at their recruitment and repeated every 2 years. The OSH training should cover: (i) the regulations on OSH and labour protection; (ii) the rights and 

responsibilities of employers 21 and employees in terms of OSH; (iii) internal OSH rules; (iv) potential risks and hazards in the workplace; (v) first-aid skills; (vi) how 
to use and maintain protective equipments; and (vii) safety procedures. 



There has been a worldwide concern about the 

toxic chemicals used in producing semi-conductor 

and phone parts13. For instance, Benzene is used 

as a cleaning and coating agent for electronic 

components but it is also a carcinogen which can 

cause reproductive abnormalities and leukemia. 

Exposure to N-hexane, a solvent used to clean 

electronic displays can cause nerve damage and 

even paralysis. 

Exposure to toxic chemicals is found most 

frequent in the cases of cleaning chemicals 

(21.3%), circuit (16.1%), and toxic fume  
(11.9%). However, it is important to note that 

there is a higher proportion of workers who 

remain unaware of whether or not they are 

exposed to these toxic chemicals at their 

workplaces (see Table 6). 

 
Table 6: Workers’ awareness of their exposure to chemicals used in phone manufacturing  

 

Chemicals exposed to 
Aware of frequent 

Unaware (%) 
exposure (%)   

Magnetic radiation 11.4 18 

Chemical-based glue 8.9 9 

Semiconductor 7.9 19.5 

Chemicals used for cleaning 21.3 6 

Metal dust 8.4 12 

Toxic fume 11.9 20 

Ultra violet ray 4.5 20.5 

Radiation 3.5 22 

Circuit 16.1 8 
 

Despite being daily exposed to the toxic 

chemicals, a large proportion of the workers in 

this survey are not equipped with the necessary 

awareness, knowledge, and skills to prevent the 

harmful impacts on their health. In this survey, 

the research team did not have the access to the 

workshops where workers are actually working, 

neither were we able to obtain information about 

the usage of chemicals inside the various 

factories. However, the survey tried to examine 

the possible impacts of the working conditions on 

workers’ health 
 
Figure 11: Proportion of workers with 

different health problems (%) 

 

by asking them about a number of symptoms 

including: frequent headache, nausea, dizziness, 

sorethroat due to inhale of chemicals, skin 

rashness, shortness of breath, reduction of 

eyesight and hearing, backache, and faintings. 

Especially for the case of female workers,  
we asked them if they have experienced or 

observed any miscarriage among their 

colleagues while working in the industry and if 

they have any menstruation problems such as 

infrequency, excessive bleeding, abnormal pain. 

 

Figure 12: % FM workers having menstrual 

problems after working in the electronic industry 
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13 - See for example: 

22 https://www.pcworld.com/article/2011049/newer-smartphones-have-fewer-toxic-chemicals-teardown-finds.html 
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/mar/12/apple-harmful-chemicals-factories-labour 



The outcome is worrying: 28.2% workers 

reported between 1-5 times of resigning to the 

factory clinics due to health problems in 2017 

and most workers reported frequent headache, 

dizziness and backache (see Figure 11). Over 

30% workers had nausea while a quarter 

reported reduction of hearing and eye sight. 

Particularly, 23% had sore throat due to inhale 

of chemicals and 12.5% experienced eye pain 

due to exposure to chemicals.Among the 

female workers, nearly half of the surveyed 

workers had unusual menstrual cycle while 

nearly 20% reported serious problems such as 

excessive bleeding and pain (see Figure 12). 

 

Although we are not able to measure the direct 

impacts of these menstrual problems on the 

women’s health, we asked them if they know of 

any miscarriage among co-workers, 21% 

reported positive. The interviewed workers also 

made a number of recommendations  
to improve the working conditions for the 

pregnant women including arranging for them 

to work in a different section where they can 

sit down, reducing the exposure to chemicals, 

longer lunch breaks, reduction of noise from 

machines, and provision of more clean water 

inside the workshops.  

 

3.4. RIGHT TO FORM AND JOIN TRADE 

UNIONS 
 
The States Parties to the present 

Covenant undertake to ensure:  
(a) The right of everyone to form trade unions 

and join the trade union of his choice, 

subject only to the rules of the organization 

concerned, for the promotion and protection 

of his economic and social interests. No 

restrictions may be placed on the exercise of 

this right other than those prescribed by law 

and which are necessary in a democratic 

society in the interests of national security or 

public order or for the protection of the rights 

and freedoms of others;  
(b) The right of trade unions to establish 

national federations or confederations 

and the right of the latter to form or join 

international trade-union organizations;  
(c) The right of trade unions to function freely 

subject to no limitations other than those 

prescribed by law and which are necessary 

in a democratic society in the interests of 

national security or public order or for the 

protection of the rights and freedoms of 

others; 

(d) The right to strike, provided that it is 

exercised in conformity with the laws of the 

particular country.  
Article 8, International Covenant on 

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights– 

 

All of the surveyed firms have set up 

enterprise unions, only 34.6% workers 

claimed that they are union members. 

 

The enterprise unions of the suppliers are 

similar: the unions are often headed by 

department-level managers, typically the 

production managers. The shop stewards were 

team leaders although the union chair people 

we interviewed asserted that they did organize 

for workers to vote for their shop stewards. The 

union officials claimed that they offered  
a channel for workers to raise their voice, 

either by private meetings or through monthly 

meetings between union leaders and a small 

group of workers. 

 

In our focus group discussion with the workers, 

we asked them to name the channel they trusted 

the most to raise their feedback and grievances, 

20% chose suggestion boxes and 80% turned to 

their team leaders. The key complaints from 

workers were food quality and miscalculation of 

wages. As the union chairman of a Korean 

company said: “A few years ago workers 

complained a lot about wages but we explained 

to them that their wages depend  
on their attendance and overtime. We also 

trained them on how wages are calculated. 

So workers have fewer complaints ever 

since”. In other words, the workers were 

placed outside of any wage-related decision-

making process and the union officials have 

been instrumental in persuading the workers 

to accept the management’s decisions. 

Compared to the garment sector, social 

dialogue in the electronics industry remains 

under-developed. One of the main reasons is 

the low incidence of wildcat strikes in 

electronic companies. Among the 6 firms we 

visited, only two experienced strikes: one had 

a 3-day strike in 2014 as workers demanded 

for higher wages and more rewards to 

workers’ productivity and skills and the other 

had a strike in 2013 as the workers in the 

night shift demanded for higher pay 

compared to day shift workers. In both cases, 

the management satisfied workers’ demands 

to settle the strikes. 

  
14 - https://www.ien.com/product-development/news/20830336/samsung-workers-speak-up-on-working-conditions  

15 - Link to the Report: https://images.samsung.com/is/content/samsung/p5/sg/aboutsamsung/2017/about-us-sustainability-report-and-policy-sustainability-report-2011-en.pdf 

23 16 - Pham Chi. (2014, July 1). Cty Samsung Electronics VN: Moi thang chi 520 trieu dong đoan phi cong đoan. Bao Lao Dong. Retrieved from http://laodong.com.vn   



A possible reason for the low incidence of 

strikes is the fact that most workers are 

migrants from poor provinces without a long-

term commitment with the jobs in electronic 

companies. Therefore, when they are 

discontent with the management, the workers 

tend to choose to ‘exit’ rather than ‘voice’ by 

going on strike.  
 

 

3.5. RIGHT TO SOCIAL SECURITY 
 

The States Parties to the present Covenant 

recognize the right of everyone to social 

security, including social insurance 

- Article 9, International Covenant on 

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights – 

 

The 2012 Labour Code provides that the 

employer has to make social insurance 

contributions for all workers with employment 

contracts of above 6 months (Art. 186). For the 

seasonal workers, the compensation should be 

sufficient for them to pay for voluntary social 

insurance. 

 

As discussed earlier, the survey found 5% of 

workers having no employment contracts; 

however, 9.4% workers claimed that they do 

not have social insurance and 12.9% workers 

do not have health insurance. Overall, 5.4% of 

workers said that they are not participating in 

any insurance schemes at all.  

 

3.6. RIGHT TO NON-DISCRIMINATION IN 

WORK AND EMPLOYMENT 
 

The management of the electronic firms in this 

survey expressed strong preference for recruiting 

female rank-and-file workers over male. 

According to an HR manager: ‘Women are better 

for jobs in the electronic factories because they 

are better at handling small details and most 

important they are more obedient than men’.  

All the six companies we visited have at least 

90% of their rank-and-file labour force being 

female; however, men dominate the managerial 

rankings from team sub-leader upwards. As the 

managers interviewed explained, female 

workers are not committed long enough to the 

jobs to get promoted as they have to get 

married and have children. In the survey, only 

30.2% workers are satisfied or very satisfied 

with the opportunities of training and upskilling 

at work while 24.7% workers are satisfied or 

very satisfied with the opportunities of 

promotion. 
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4.1. RIGHT TO ADEQUATE STANDARD 

OF LIVING 
 

The States Parties to the present Covenant 

recognize the right of everyone to an adequate 

standard of living for himself and his family, 

including adequate food, clothing and housing, 

and to the continuous improvement of  
living conditions. The States Parties will take 

appropriate steps to ensure the realization 

of this right, recognizing to this effect the 

essential importance of international co-

operation based on free consent.  
- Article 11, International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights - 

 

For an assessment of the living standard of the 

migrant workers, we researched the following 

aspects: housing structure and minimum space, 

proper toilet and sewage disposal, access to 

clean water and electricity, lighting and security 

in the community. 

All of the surveyed workers were living in rented 

accommodation which is developed and run by 

the local inhabitants living near the two 

industrial zones in Bac Ninh. No worker 

surveyed was living in the dormitory provided 

by the employers. The average length of stay in 

the current accommodation is 12.8 months but 

68.3% of the workers have stayed in the current 

accommodation for 12 months or less. This 

trend goes in tandum with the high turnover 

rate among the electronic workers, as 

discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

To make the assessment of the housing 

conditions, we based upon the 2005 Housing 

Law, Circular 20/2016 by Ministry of 

Construction and the statistics on housing 

conditions in the urban areas of the GSO 

(VHLSS 2012) (see Table7). 

 

 Table 7: Current housing conditions of urban areas and national minimum standards 

Housing Conditions Urban (%) National housing minimum standards 

Structure 47.5  
• Permanent 

48.9 
Durable structure (protection against elements) 

• Semi permanent Permanent floor above ground  

• Temporary 3.4  

Roof 52.6  
• Conrrugated Iron 

46.8 Permanent roof without leaks 
• Concrete/tiles   

• Thatched 0.3  

Walls 91.3  
• Cement/stone/brick 

5.8 

Permanent wall 

• Wooden planks/iron sheets  

Lighting 99.7 
At least 1 window 

• Electricity 
 

0.1 
Light bulbs 

• Paraffin/kerosene/Gas  

  69.3  

Water 0.8  
•  Running water in house 

15.4 

 

• Public tap 
Safe water in or near house 

• Borehole/tube well 
7.1 Toilet in or near house shared by few families 

• Protected well 

1.0 

 

• Unprotected well  

  85.8  

Ventilation N/A 
At least 1 window 

Proper ventilation    

Space N/A 
At least 10m2 per room and 5m2 per person 

Ceiling at least 2.7 meters     
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According to our survey, 25.2% workers were 

living in semi-permanent housing (durable walls 

and floor with conrugated iron roof). In terms of 

space, 23.2% workers were living in houses of 

less than 10m2/house, or lower than the 

national minimum standard (see Table). The 

average space per person is 6.4m2 for women 

and 7.3m2 for men, which are slightly higher 

than the minimum standard. However, 22.3% 

of the surveyed workers were staying in less 

than 5m2/person. 

 

The workers have limited access to clean 

water. As much as 76.2% of workers have to 

rely on bottled water for drinking and cooking 

and 75.7% use water from wells for cleaning 

and washing. According to the head of Yen 

Trung commune (Yen Phong district), the well 

water in the region is polluted: ‘Due to high 

demand, we have drilled a lot of wells, 

sometimes as deep as 200m but the water is 

polluted: smelly, scummy and turbid. 

Therefore, the people have resorted to bottled 

water for drinking and cooking. But now the 

authority has installed tap water system’. 

 

Although the tap water network is available, 

whether or not to use tap water depends on 

the landlords. The landlords, however, are 

reluctant to use tap water due to high tariff 

(8.500 dong/m3). A land lord told us: ‘The 

water source is getting short. I have drilled 5 

wells at the expense of several hundreds of 

million dong but the wells do not have a lot of 

water. Around 40-50% of households in the 

village are using tap water but I don’t because 

of high costs. Each household has to pay 1.65 

million dong to install the pipes but the tariff is 

8.500 dong/m3. A household even paid 17 

million dong/month. My income from rent will 

not make up for such expenses’. 

 

Another problem facing the workers and local 

inhabitants is waste disposal. The shortage of 

waste disposal system in comparison with the 

fast growth of migrant workers has resulted in 

the accumulation of wastes which is polluting 

the communities. A land lord in Yen Phong 

district complained: ‘the discharge of waste has 

become excessive due to the large number of 

workers living here. Waste is every where in the 

streets. The dumping site is too small for the 

waste amount. We have to suffer the terrible 

smell due to waste’.  
 

 
18 - Maternity leave is 6 months 

The fast influx of migrant workers to BacNinh has 

stressed out the infrastructure limit of the 

province, resulting in poor living conditions for the 

workers (and local inhabitants): workers cramped 

in small rooms with limited access to clean water 

and poor waste disposal system. All these issues 

added to the health problems the workers face 

with in the workplace (discussed in Chapter 3) 

threaten to exacerbate workers’ health and result 

in their lack of commitment with work in these 

industrial zones.  
 

 

4.2. RIGHT TO BASIC SOCIAL SERVICES 

 

The research looked into the migrant workers’ 

access to health, education, information and 

security in BacNinh. 

 

Although 43.1% of the surveyed workers have 

children under 18 years old, as much as 92.2% of 

these children are not living together with their 

parents but in their home villages with their 

relatives. Only 6.1% of the children are living with 

their parents. It should be noted that most of the 

children living away from their parents are very 

young: 69.5% are under 6 years old while 

45.2%are between 1-3 years old. One of the 

reasons for the children to be separated from 

parents at such young age is the fact that their 

mothers have to return to work after 6 months18 

and the public kindergartens only receive children 

of 18 months or older. Even when the children are 

old enough to go to kindergartens, the current 

capacity of the public schools can not 

accommodate the large number of children of 

migrant workers. An official from Yen Phong 

district explained that new schools will be  
set up in the near future: ‘Our infrastructure is 

overloaded due to the growth of migrant 

workers. The public schools are all full. The 

province will develop a new kindergarten in 

Yen Trung commune between 2017-2020 and 

one more primary school between 2020-2025. 

There have been one new private 

kindergartens and 13 baby-sitting service 

providers. The tuition fees and procedures for 

the migrant and local children are the same’. 

 

However, even when new schools are set up, it 

is unlikely that the workers will be able to unite 

with their children because the long working 

hours, night shifts and production fluctuations 

may not allow them to have enough time for 

properly taking care of their children. 
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Figure 13: Workers’ choices when having health problems  
 

59.9  
 
 
 
 
 

 

30.6  
 

    23.6   

   12.7    
     7.6  
       

No check-up. Provincial Private Factory District public 

buy medicines hospitals clinics clinics clinics 

on their own       

 

In terms of health services, more than half of 

workers chose to buy medicines on their own 

rather than referring to a health service provider, 

either public or private (see Figure 13). One of 

the reasons is that the workers do not want  
to take leave from work to visit the (public) 

hospitals or clinics unless the disease becomes 

serious. The average distance between the 

workers’ living area and the nearest hospital is 

only 4km but with the high work pressure and 

reliance on overtime, taking leave from work 

will affect the workers’ income. 

 

Workers’ access to information (about relevant 

policies and regulations) depends largely on 

the social networks which they access via 

smart phones. With 99.5% of workers having 

at least one smart phone, the internet-based 

channels such as social networks and online 

newspapers are most popular sources of 

information. Trade unions and the local mass 

organisations are much less popular among 

the workers as a source of information while 

the workers’ confidence in peers appears 

relatively high with 46% workers relying on 

their co-workers for information. 
 

 

Figure 14: Channels to access information by workers (%) 

 

Newspapers 3.5  
 

Local mass organisations  4 

 

TV 9.6 

Trade unions 18.2 

Online newspapers 28.3 
 
 

Company 34.3 
 

 

Co-workers 46 
 

 

Social networks 88.4  

 

29 



While almost all workers own smart phones,  
only 3.5% of them have televisions and 6.9%  
have computers. As a result, workers rarely  
resort to the traditional sources of information  
such as newspapers and televisions (see  
Figure 14). 

 

The basic social services in BacNinh,  
including health facilities and schools, remain  
insufficient for both the local and migrant  
workers.Additionally, the nature of work  
in the phone industry has deprivedworkers  
of accessing the social services that are  
available to them. Long working hours, over-  
dependance on overtime for income, and job  
insecurity and fluctuations have created the  
formidable obstacles to migrant workers to  
really settle down for a decent life in Bac Ninh.  
Consequently, they are separated from their  
(mostly very young) children, limiting their  
own access to regular healthcare and sources  
of information and entertainment. With high  
rate of health problems among the electronic  
workers as described in Chapter 3 and the  
lack of awareness and time for healthcare,  
the workers’ health tend to deteriorate  
quickly, resulting in high labour turnover and  
little chance for upskilling, promotion and  
improvement of their living standards.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

30 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSION AND 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

31 



The study painted a very gloomy picture of the 

life of the female migrant workers in the 

electronic firms in Bac Ninh. Young, unskilled, 

and poorly educated, the workers migrated to 

the industrial zones in Bac Ninh looking for 

jobs. However, the jobs they found offer them 

nothing more but long working hours, low 

wages, poor safety standards, low employment 

security and little opportunity for promotion, 

especially if they are women. They certainly 

earn more than they used to at their home 

villages but at the same time they have to  
live in separation from their young children, 

cramping in tiny rooms with limited access to 

clean water and waste disposal. 

 

The most worrying issue, however, is the 

adverse impacts of the working and living 

conditions on the health and well-being of the 

migrant workers, especially women. The 

workers do not receive proper training on 

potential risks at the workplace; neither were 

they trained about how to prevent such risks. 

Instead, the workers found out about the toxic 

substances they get exposed to on daily basis 

by reading the labels of bottles.  
Access to decent living standards and basic 

social services remains limited especially when 

the local infrastructure has not been improved 

to accommodate the huge influx of migrants to 

the industrial zones in the provinces. 

 

Based on the findings in this study, we make 

assessment of the workers’ access to social 

rights using a color rating system. The rating 

has 4 levels of access: (i) Red – No access 

at all; (ii) Orange – Limited access; (iii) 

Yellow – Some access; and Green – Access.  

 

No Access  
 

Limited Access  
 

Some Access  
 

Access 

 

The summary of the assessment can be seen 

in Table 8:``` 

 
 

Table 8: Assessment of Workers’ Access to Social rights   
Rights Obstacles Color Rating 

 •  89.1% under short-term contracts or no employment  
 contracts at all  

Right to work and •  5% migrated for work before 18 years old  

employment security •  1 case of worker under 18 working the same  

 conditions as adult workers  

 •  Cases of forced overtime reported  

 •  Over 70% workers have to work more than the legal  
 overtime limit on regular basis;  

Right to reasonable working hours 
•  Most workers have no time for vacation, sport, exercise  

or leisure time 
 

  

 •  92% of workers’ children are separated from parents  

 as the parents do not have time to take care of them  

 •  Without income from overtime, the average  
 compensation of workers covers 48.6% of the living  

Right to fair and livable wage 
wage  

•  Gender pay gap is 13%, higher than the national figure 
 

  

 •  Nearly 30% workers do not earn enough to cover the  

 basic living expenses   
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 •  47% workers are exposed to chemicals on daily basis 

 •  64% workers found OSH trainings on chemicals 

 unclear about potential risks and how to prevent them 

 •  21.6% workers are aware of their exposure to cleaning 

Right to safe and healthy working 
chemicals and 11.9% exposed to toxic fume 

•  Nausea, dizziness, backache are reported among over 
conditions 

60% of workers while reduction of eye sight, hearing  

 and faintings are also frequently reported 

 •  Nearly half of the female workers had some problems 

 with menstruation and miscarriages have been 

 observed by 21% workers 

 •  All firms have been unionised 

 •  34% workers claimed union membership 

Right to form and join unions •  Unions are dependant on management and have been 

 largely unrepresentative of workers either in collective 

 bargaining or grievance handling 

Right to social security •  Most workers are covered by an insurance scheme 

Right to non discrimination 
•  Gender discrimination in recruitment and promotion 

•  Discrimination against the local workers in recruitment  

 •  22% workers are living in less than 5m2/person 

Right to adequate standard (national standard) 

of living •  76% workers do not have access to clean water (they 

 relied on bottled water instead) 

 •  Shortage of schools for migrant children; 92% of 

 migrants’ children are living in separation from their 

 parents 

Right to basic social services 
•  More than half of workers chose not to go to a clinic 

but purchase medicines on their own in fear of losing  

 income from work 

 •  Workers’ access to information is limited to the internet 

 (accessible via smartphones) and their social networks. 

 

In order to improve the workers’ access to 

social rights in the electronic industry in 

Vietnam, it requires the concerted effort of the 

lead firms, the local authority and the trade 

unions. In particular, the research team 

suggests the following work to be done: 

 

Improvement of working conditions  
The most disturbing issue in this study is the 

workers’ exposure to dangerous substances 

at work without the proper knowledge and 

skills to prevent the adverse impacts on their 

health. Therefore, it is urgent that:  
• The labour inspection and the upper-level 

trade unions conduct a thorough assessment 

of the working conditions of the electronic 

firms, especially those in the phone industry 

to measure the levels of exposure to toxic 

substances by the workers  
• The lead firms together with the labour 

authority conduct effective trainings on 

OSH and chemicals for the workers, both 

new entrants and the existing workers. 

 

The trainings must be adapted to be friendly 

to workers with low level of literacy and 

ethnic minorities (who may not speak 

Vietnamese fluently)  
• The trade unions and the lead firms 

organise comprehensive health checks for 

the workers in the phone industry  
• The trade unions should develop a hotline 

for the workers to report on their health 

problems and safety risks at the workplace  
• The lead firms must commit not to use toxic 

chemicals that have been banned and must 

conduct regular auditing of chemical usage 

in their supply chains 

 

Improvement of social services for the 

migrants and their families  
• As stated in the report, more schools 

(especially kindergartens), clinics should 

be developed in tandem with the growing 

number of migrants. Only by allowing the 

migrants to unite with their children, can 

they become committed to their work in  
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the industrial zones. A good example that 

the electronic firms can learn from is the 

kindergarten model of PouChen in Bien 

Hoa Dong Nai19.  
• Clean water and waste disposal should 

be improved quickly as these problems 

are affecting both migrants and the local 

inhabitants  
• The local authority may work with the 

lead firms to develop low-cost, standard 

dormitories for the migrant workers 

 

Investing into women’s health, 

upskilling and job promotion  
• As women account for over 90% of the 

labour force of the phone companies, 

improving women’s skills and job 

satisfaction will result in improvement of 

their productivity and commitment.  
• Investment into improving the health and 

equal opportunity for women will result in 

higher profit for the businesses. According 

to a study by Marie Stopes International 

(MSI), the rate of return for each dollar 

investing into reproductive health for 

women results in USD4.3 in cost saving 

and productivity gains20. At the moment, 

high labour turnover rate, deteriation of 

health among women, and miscarriages 

have put extra costs on the companies.  
• If women are provided with equal 

opportunities to upskilling and promotion, 

they will have strong motivation to commit to 

their jobs. Therefore, the companies should 

make sure that female workers enjoy equal 

access to training programs and promotion 

opportunities. 

 

Using the global social rights framework, this 

research has made a critical assessment of 

the female electronic workers’ access  
to labour and social rights both at the 

workplace and in their community. The quick 

growth of the phone industry in Bac Ninh has 

created a large number of jobs for the young 

women from remote areas in the Northern 

region of Vietnam. Overall, the jobs in the 

industrial zones have improved the workers’ 

income compared to the income from 

agricultural work in their home villages; 

however, these workers have also faced with 

a lot of challenges in accessing their basic 

social rights both in the factories and in their 

community in Bac Ninh. To sustain a liveable 

income, the workers have to work for long  

hours with limited trainings on protection from 

potential risks at the workplace and poor 

access to basic social services in their rented 

accommodation. The fast growth of the 

industrial zones in Bac Ninh has created large 

pressure on the infrastructure of the province, 

resulting in the overload of the local education, 

housing, healthcare services. The possible 

consequences are the deteriorating health of 

the workers, their fading commitment to the 

jobs in the electronic factories, and the adverse 

impacts on the local people of Bac Ninh. For 

the sustainable development of the industry 

and the local economy, it is crucial that the 

female migrant workers’ access to social rights 

be improved, as suggested above.  

 
 19 - https://eva.vn/nha-dep/mau-giao-sieu-dep-cho-con-em-cong-nhan-o-dong-nai-c169a203957.html 
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20 - http://mariestopes.org.vn/vn/nghien-cuu/nghien-cuu-msv/hieu-qua-chi-phi-cham-soc-skss-cho-cong-nhan-1477.aspx 
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