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It is my pleasure to share with you my perspective on business & human rights in China.  Before joining the Resource Centre, I had been an advocate in Hong Kong, representing victims of discrimination due to race, gender, disability or sexual orientation.  I saw how discrimination by companies hurt their profits as it damaged their reputation and undermined the potential of their employees. 
My job at the Resource Centre expands that work by allowing me to look at other human rights issues as well, in East Asian countries.  Tonight I will focus on China, given the interesting developments in that country.

The number of mainland Chinese companies we track on our website has grown to more than 360.  

We are a victim-focused organisation, believing that too many corporate social responsibility discussions are long on rhetoric and short on reality.  One of the first cases I posted on our website after joining the Resource Centre reminded me why it is important not to forget the victims: an article in a Chinese newspaper about a 15-year-old boy killed in a glass factory in Shanxi province when his supervisor threw a pair of iron pincers at him.

When we receive reports alleging abuses by a company, we invite the company to respond, so that we can post their response alongside the allegations on our website and in our Weekly Update.  When contacting Chinese companies, I speak in Cantonese or Mandarin, and use my understanding of how Chinese companies operate, having worked myself in business on the mainland.    

We are pleased that our response rate from Chinese companies is more than 50%. I believe that is because Chinese firms increasingly care about their international reputation, and because of their growing ambition to become world-class companies. 
One of the first reports for which I sought responses from Chinese companies was published by Students & Scholars Against Corporate Misbehavior -- SACOM, a Hong Kong NGO.  The report examined 13 electronics factories in Shenzhen and found widespread abuses of workers’ rights, including child labour, excessive work hours, and pregnancy discrimination.  When released the report was available only in Chinese, so with SACOM’s agreement I wrote an English summary translation to make it available to a wider audience.  We contacted the 5 factories accused of the worst abuses; 3 responded.  We pursued this case further by seeking comments from the major brands sourcing from the non-responding factories, including HP and Motorola.
As you know Chinese companies are expanding overseas, with a growing presence in Africa.  On these cases I work closely with my colleague Abiola, our Africa Researcher: Abiola tracks cases in Africa while I seek responses from the relevant Chinese companies.  Not long ago we worked together on a case in Republic of Congo, where at a Chinese-owned cement factory workers were reportedly paid a monthly salary of £20, less than half of what was promised at recruitment, and were said to be denied medical facilities even in case of accidents.  The full allegations, and the response sent to us by China Road & Bridge Corporation, are available on our website.

Baishanlin is a Chinese company that owns a logging factory in Guyana.  In August of this year Guyana’s Stabroek News reported that workers at the Baishanlin plant were treated harshly, with poor health & safety standards, lack of protective clothing for dangerous work, and discrimination against the Guyanese workers in comparison with Chinese workers.

I contacted Baishanlin in China and invited the company to respond to these allegations.  It sent a detailed reply in Chinese, which I translated into English.  In its response, posted on our website, Baishanlin said that it is fully committed to respecting international law, that it recognised improvements needed to be made at the factory, and that it needed to learn to better understand the cultural differences in Guyana.

A follow-up article later published in the Stabroek News said an inspection visit to the Baishanlin plant by the Guyanese Labour Minister “noted improvements in the conditions of work”.

It is important to recognise that, while European and American multinationals operating in China sometimes play a positive role, this is not always the case.  Reports in 2006 by the New York Times and by the NGO Global Labor Strategies said three business organizations were lobbying against reforms in China’s labour law that would ensure greater protection for workers: the American Chamber of Commerce in Shanghai; the US-China Business Council; and the European Union Chamber of Commerce in China.  We sought responses from 20 multinationals that are members of these organizations, 10 of which responded -- some of the companies tried to distance themselves from the business organizations that represent them.  Global Labor Strategies then produced a second report, including an analysis of those company responses we elicited.  All these reports and company responses are available on our website. 
I will conclude by noting three trends in China:
· First, China has been keen to improve its labour and environmental laws.  As the laws have improved, people have increasingly been resorting to the courts.  Over 300,000 labour rights cases were heard in the courts of mainland China in 2005 and more than one-third of those held in favour of the workers.  China’s new Labour Contract Law, which received nearly 200,000 comments during public consultation, becomes effective on 1 January 2008.  It means workers will receive more protection.  
· Second, while enforcement in China has often been criticized as lax, I am seeing stronger enforcement on environmental, food safety and product safety issues. The Mattel product recalls this year definitely received the attention of the highest level authorities in Beijing and throughout China.
· Third, there are an increasing number of dedicated and hard-working mainland Chinese labour rights and environmental NGOs helping to move things in the right direction. 

This is not to say that the future for business & human rights in China is all rosy.  There are many significant and serious concerns that remain, and that need to be addressed – restrictions on freedom of expression relating to the internet being one example.  I believe the way forward is to give more attention to both the concerns and the positive initiatives in China, to engage Chinese companies as global players, and to hold them to global standards.  
