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I n Hongkong trade uni ons nust be regi stered under the Trade Union

Ordi nance which is administered by the Registrar of Trade Uni ons.

Once registered, they enjoy certain rights and privil eges incl uding
imunity fromcivil suits in respect of a trade dispute.

At the end of 1988 there were a total of 430 enpl oyees’ unions with

a total nenbership of 416,000 representing about 15% of the working
popul ati on. Table 4 shows union density by major econom c sectors.
Today, Hongkong's trade unions are politically divided into 3 main
groups - pro-conmuni st China, pro-Taiwan and i ndependent. |In 1988

the pro-China | eftwi ng Hongkong Federati on of Trade Unions (FTU)

had 81 affiliated unions with about 173,000 nenbers. These affiliated
uni ons are concentrated in shipyards, transport, textile mlls, public
utilities, printing and construction industries. The pro-Tai wan Hongkong
and Kow oon Trades Union Council (HKTUC) had 71 affiliated unions with
a nmenbership of about 18,000. These unions are mainly in the catering,
textile mlls, transport and building trades. The remai ning 278 newer
and i ndependent uni ons, some of which are friendly with the FTU or
HKTUC, had a total nenbership of about 225,000 and conprise nmainly
civil servants, those in the teaching profession and nursing profession
Trade Union Structure and-Tyges

The majority of trade unions in Hongkong are industrial unions

al t hough craft unions still retain a strong vestige of the pre-
industrial guild traditions. In the public sector, it is usual for
Gover nent enpl oyees to organi se thensel ves al ong occupati onal or
sub-occupational lines while enterprise-based unions as well as
general unions may al so be found in the private sector.

Most of the industrial unions organi se blue-collar workers while
white-collar unionismis relatively weak in the private sector. The
nost devel oped arm of the white-collar union novenent lies in the
public sector including the governnent-assisted social services

and professional groups such as nurses and teachers.



Uneven Distribution of Walth

According to studi es nade by a | abour specialist, Dr. Ng Sek Hong

of the Hongkong University, using government published statistics on
"val ue- added" anount to the Gross Donestic Product and its comnposition
interns of (a) conpensation of enployees and (b) operating surplus

of selected sectors, he had shown that despite Hongkong’'s inpressive
grom h in econonic devel opment and prosperity between 1977 and 1984,

| abour’ 5 share in the wealth produced was decllning Kfile the share

of owners of capital increased. For instance 1Q %@% a3%3?f 535f kgl 1e
the "val ue- -added" anopunt increased by 2.5 tinmes and conpensati on of
enpl oyees rose by 2 tines, the return on capital increased by 3.5 tines.
One of the major reasons for this uneven distribution of wealth is
because Hongkong’'s trade uni on novenment has not grown in the sane
dramatic way as its econom c devel opnent. According to statistics
avai |l abl e fromthe Governnent, union nmenbership remai ned al nost the
sane at about 360,000 between 1975 and 1984 whil e the workforce rose

by about 47% from 1.5 million to 2.2 mllion. Consequently, the

percent age of organi sed | abour in 1975 was 23.9% declining dramatically
to 16.1%in 1984 and further dropping to about 15% at present.

Probl ems of Trade Uni on Organisation

There are a variety of reasons why the trade union novernent in Hongkong
has not acquired the strength.it should. I wll now di scuss sone of the
probl ens whi ch are conmonly encountered by trade unions in the field

of organi sing.

(1) M sconcegtion of Trade Unions

Firstly, we have the majority of workers who |ack the proper under-
standi ng of the normal functions of a trade union and what effective
trade union actions can do to help theminprove their working condition
Workers have different inpressions about trade unions. Many of them
took trade unions to be wel fare associations providing wel fare benefits
to menbers and their fanmilies. A typical reply froma worker when asked
to join a union is what welfare benefits he will be entitled if he
beconmes a nenber.



To anot her group of workers, trade unions are projected politica
organi sati ons of Taiwan or Communi st China. Unfortunately such an

i mpressi on gained further ground during political disturbances in
Hongkong in the past when workers saw a great nunber of unions
directly involved in violent street denonstrations

Thi s m sconception of trade unions is further aggravated by the |ack
of trade union education and publicity to explain to workers the basic
"bread and butter" functions of trade unions.

(2) Fear of Victimsation

We now cone to the problemof workers’ fear of victimsation and

di scrimnation by enployers. If an enployer is known to be "anti-
union" , workers are generally deterred fromformng or joining a
trade union for fear of disnmissal or of incurring other disadvantages.
This is particularly so when they see in their own factories or heard
how unenl i ghtened enpl oyers in other factories victim sed the active
and known trade union officials. One of the conmpbn tactics used by
anti-union enployers is to make life in the factory difficult for
the active union organisers by giving themnore work but |ess wage

i ncrease or no wage increase or transfer themto | ess rewarding jobs.
If they refuse, they can be dism ssed for disobedience or their
services may be term nated by the enployers under the | abour |aw

wi th conpensation of one week or one nonth’s wages in lieu of notice.
Shoul d the union fail to have the disnissed workers reinstated, the
result is obvious - loss of confidence by workers coupled with the
detrinmental effect of further weakening the union

(3) Multiplicity of Unions

The next problemis multiplicity of unions. This is not only due to
the fact that the trade union novenent in Hongkong is politically

di vi ded but al so because personal differences and prestige of sone

| eaders are equally to be blamed for the fragnmentation. As a result,
wor kers’ solidarity is weakened and workers’ cause damaged.



Just to give an example. In the textile, wearing apparel and | eather
i ndustries alone, there are a total of 26 unions with a comnbi ned
decl ared nenbership of only slightly over 29,000. Some of the unions
are affiliated to the pro-China leftwing FTU, a few are affiliated
to the pro-Tai wan HKTUC while the remai ning are neutral but are
friendly to either the FTU or the HKTUC

(4) Lack of Financial Resources

Lack of financial resources in trade unions is a very serious problem
According to the 1988 Annual Report of the Hongkong Registrar of
Trade Unions as shown in Table 5 which is before you, alnbst 60% of
trade unions in Hongkong have a nenbership of |ess than 250. The
average nonthly uni on dues of npbst unions is about HK$7 (about T140)
per menmber. Wirking on this basis, it means these unions have only
HKSI , 750 (T35,000) or less a month as income to conduct all its
activities. The utter ineffectiveness of such organisations is not
hard to i magi ne

In practice it leads to either of two things. The Union does little
and after some tinme |oses the confidence of workers or it levies
extra charges and neet a situation where workers tend to postpone
enrol ment until they are personally in difficulties with their

enpl oyers.

(S) Scarcity of Trained Full-tine Staff

The scarcity of trained and active personnel to carry out various
union activities is another obstacle to the growh of trade unions
and is in part related to the lack of financial resources. It may

be noted that almpst all unions, with the exception of a few big

uni ons especially those in the FTU, have no full-tinme paid union
officials. Practically all the union officials can only devote their
time to union affairs after a full working day or during their rest
days.



%

(6) Difficulties in Contacting Unorgani sed Wrkers

in

Organising work is generally hanpered by difficulties is neeting
workers. Union officials who al so act as organi sers working in one
factory are not pernitted to go into another factory to talk to
the workers on trade union nmatters while nenbers who are in daily
contact with their unorgani sed col |l eagues do nothing inside the
factories for fear of getting into trouble with the nanagenent shoul d
they be discovered for indulging in union activities during working
hours. This had led to a situation where an absence of organi sing
activities seened to be a common feature in nmost unions.

(7) Perculiar Labour Force Characteristics

There are al so certain characteristics of the Hongkong | abour force
whi ch di scourage organi sed protests agai nst working conditions and
are therefore not conducive to trade uni on devel oprment. For exanple
Hongkong has a hi gh percentage of inm grants from Minl and Chi na.
According to Governnent estinates, about half of those between the
ages of 15 and 65 of the popul ation were born in Hongkong. For the
rest, it just happened to be the first place that was safe in their
flight fromthe comunists and al so the place fromwhere there could
be no further escape. The fact that so nany are refugees is inportant
in explaining the low |l evel of social involvenent anmong Hongkong's
wor kers. To be involved with organisations such as trade unions could
lead to trouble with the authorities and, many believe, to deportation
ac cos the border.

Aggravating the situation are the problens of |arge nunber of casua
and part-tinme workers, the growi ng proportion of young and woren

wor kers especially in manufacturing and service industries and the
freedom which full enploynment and the serious |abour shortage give

a worker to change his job if he or she does not like it.

(8) Uncertainties for the Future

Hongkong has often been described as "the borrowed place and borrowed
time". As you are already aware, Hongkong is to be returned to China



in 1997 and beconme a Special Adm nistrative Region with a high degr-e
of autonony according to the Sino-British Joint Declaration. The

Decl aration al so stipul ated that Hongkong’s social and econom c
systens including its lifestyle will remai n unchanged for 50 years
after 1997.

Despite the prom ses nade, the popul ati on of Hongkong continue to

vi ew t he handover of Hongkong to China with fear and uncertainty. They
are worried that China may not honour the Joint Declaration, that their
present freedom of speech, association, novenent, the right to choose
the job they would Iike to work and also to higher paid jobs will be
restricted under conmmunist rule. Unfortunately this fear has greatly
hei ght ened by the brutal crackdown |ast June agai nst the pro-denocracy
novenent in Beijing.
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ibis is evidenced by the fact that every year, for the past 4 or 5
years, about 50,000 professional, nmanagerial and skilled personne

are mgrating overseas to countries such as Canada, United States

and Australia with many nore applying for foreign passports as
"insurance" against the Chinese takeover in July 1997. Wth this
confidence crisis being experienced by the comunity, it is obvious
that the present atnosphere is detrinmental to trade uni on devel opnent

i n Hongkong.

(9) Absence of Formal Collective Bargaining and Agreenent

Apart fromthe above factors, perhaps the greatest obstacle to trade
uni on devel opnment is the fact that there are no I aws i n Hongkong which
positively seek to pronote formal collective bargaining leading to

the signing of collective agreenents.

The central problemhere is how to pronote and devel op machi nery for
col l ective bargai ning between enpl oyers and trade unions with a view
to regulate terms and conditions of enploynent by neans of collective
agreements. But what we have in Hongkong at present is a situation
where nost enpl oyers refuse to recognise trade unions or participate
in the setting-up of machinery for bargaining resulting in the absence
of formal collective agreenents.



Al t hough |1 LO Conventions Nos: 87 and 98 have been applied in Hongkong
and workers have the right to join or formunions under the Trade Union
I, nks) 5MI|h Knew v? m absevu 0&3 m June. is

Ordinance, 'Lit is a right which ex austs itself after a single exercise,
that is to join or create a union

The sane can be said about disputes settlenent. Under the Labour

Rel ati ons Ordi nance, conciliation service is provided by the Labour
Department. If conciliation fails to resolve the dispute, there is
little that trade unions can do except to call prolonged strikes if
they are strong enough to force enployers to arbitration or settlenent.
Concl usi on

Despite the many problens | have just mentioned which present great
difficulties for the trade unions, it would however be wong to assumne
that the building of stronger trade unions in Hongkong is imnpossible.
As a matter of fact, it may be noted that during the past decade
substanti al progress has been nade by the newer and i ndependent unions
and by | ast year their conbi ned menbership represented 54% of the

total trade uni on menbership in Hongkong.

Wth the formati on of the Hongkong Confederation of Trade Uni ons by
the i ndependent unions earlier this month to unify all the politically
neutral unions in Hongkong, coupled with their greater enphasis on
collective bargaining role than the I eftwing FTU and the pro- Taiwan
HKTUC, there is a good prospect that a nore effective trade union
noverrent will energe in the near future.
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TABLE 4

TRADE UNI ON MEMBERSHI P BY MAJOR ECONOM C DI VI SI ONS
ECONOM C NO. OF DECLARED UNI ON

DI VI SI ON UNI ONS MEMBERSHI P DENSI TY

Manuf acturing 92 61,694 7.5%

Whol esal e, Retail,

Restaurants and Hotels 45 42,138 6. 0%

Conmuni ty, Social and

Personal Services 209 194,463 37. 9%

Transport, Storage

and Comuni cati ons 61 80,405 30. 1%

Construction 14 13,654 ' 6.0%

Fi nanci ng, |nsurance,

Real Estate and Busi ness

Services 7 18,644 9.2%

Agriculture, Fishing

and G hers 2 1,021 2.2%

ALL | NDUSTRI ES 430 416, 136 14. 9%

Sour ce: Hongkong Governnent, Registrar of Trade Uni bns
Annual Report, 1988



TABLE

SUMVARY OF TRADE UNI ONS BY SI ZE OF MEMBERSHI P
DECLARED NUMBER COVBI NED

MEMBERSHI P OF UNI ONS DECLARED MEMBERSHI P

. . _21/50 1

Under 51 ,A 77(dgj)w KO bX) 2,5568 |i SWRVh6
oW ; 57/ (6.2%

51 to 250 #166 (3m (4.ng 19, 053

251 to 1000 108 (25% 51,648 (12147.)

1000 to 5000 66 (13% ) 130, 393 (3X47)

5001 and over 13 PM) 212,486 (317.)

TOTAL 430 (1007.) 416,136 (100%

Sour ce: Hongkong Governnent, Registrar of Trade unions
Annual Report,

1988



