General Electric response to concerns regarding industry association positions on China labour law reform
Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited General Electric to respond to concerns raised about opposition by industry associations to proposed reforms to Chinese labour law, including in the following report:

 “Behind the Great Wall of China”, Global Labor Strategies, Oct 2006
http://laborstrategies.blogs.com/global_labor_strategies/files/behind_the_great_wall_of_china.pdf 
Further material about this issue & responses by other companies are available at this link:

http://www.business-humanrights.org/Documents/Chinalabourlawreform 
General Electric provided the following response:

17 January 2007

GE supports improving the working conditions of its workers in China and other countries.  Maintaining high labor standards and a positive working environment in our factories and those of our suppliers is part of our core business values and corporate responsibility efforts.  To this end, we have adopted the ILO's Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work with respect to our employees working in China; and, with respect to suppliers, we require them to adhere to restrictions on the use child and forced labor, and to comply with environmental, health and safety standards and local wage and hours laws.

GE also supports the Chinese government's legislative efforts to improve its labor law and working standards and GE was privileged to be consulted along with a wide variety of Chinese organizations, government commissions and academics on the draft law.  We view this solicitation as a positive recognition by the government that it must be more transparent and open to new approaches.  GE commented on the Chinese draft law in a constructive and supportive manner.  We stated in our comments that we believe that "the draft has accomplished a great deal in incorporating the country's experience and lessons in implementing the labor law and attempting to solve important issues such as the low rate in formation of labor contracts, the tendency to form short-term contracts, and lack of protection of the interests of laborers."  We also observed that the draft "made a commendable effort to clarify the respective rights and obligations of employers and laborers, with a general goal of extending greater protection to the latter."   

GE's comments were addressed to a number of specific areas where we felt the draft law could better achieve positive objectives that we believe are essential to sound employer-employee relationships in the global economy in which China must compete.   These were proposed regulations pertaining to the protection of dispatched workers, the use of fixed-term contracts and the consequences of their termination, severance pay upon termination of worker contracts, the enforceability and use of non-competes, and the use and extent of probationary periods.  Our comments generally reflect our perspective, as a global employer, that greater flexibility in the employer-employee relationship is preferable to locking in fixed costs that far exceed the useful working life of a particular relationship and, with respect to non-competes, that employers must be allowed to take reasonable steps to protect their proprietary rights.

Only one comment touched upon any subject that is even remotely connected to the fundamental worker rights as protected under the ILO's Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, and that involved a proposal regulating the formation of company rules.  On this topic, we recommended that regulations and policies made by Employers which have a direct relation to the vital interests of employees be adopted upon consultation of the opinions of the trade unions, workers' congress, or workers' representative assembly.  From our experience in the US and in most other countries, this consultation obligation is a more appropriate means - absent a contract to the contrary and as compared with securing worker representative approval - of balancing the rights of workers and their representatives and the rights of employers to manage and protect their entrepreneurial rights.

GE officials have had the opportunity to be briefed on the most recent version of the Chinese Labor Contract Law and in our response we commend the drafters for their work and believe that the law will improve the current rights and protections of Chinese workers in a reasonable, efficient and effective way.   We plan to continue to provide technical comments to assist in clarification and effective implementation of the law. 
