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Foreword

The Understanding Myanmar’s Development (UMD) Fellowship
program, supported by the International Development and
Research Centre (IDRC), Canada, is designed to the enhance
knowledge of Myanmar’s development processes, strengthen the
capacity of Burmese researchers, and encourage them to actively
engage the study of development policy and practice. The
tellowship seeks to promote sustainable academic exchange and
dialogue among researchers from Myanmar, Thailand, and other
GMS countries. Under this program, 30 fellowships have been
awarded to midcareer researchers in their respective areas of social
and economic transformation, agricultural, environment and
climate change, health and health care systems, and social media
and innovations.

After decades Myanmar is finally opening up to the rest of the
world and after many years of sanctions it has been welcomed
back into the global market place. Now Myanmar can freely export
its products and factories have started springing up in and near to
big towns. These factories draw workers from rural areas all over
the country who migrate to the towns looking for work in factories
to escape uncertain or scarce work opportunities in their rural
homelands and to try to improve their livelihoods and quality of
life. Often they also try to help their families by sending money
back to them.

This study by Tin Maung Htwe looks at the lives of factory workers
who migrated from rural areas to work in factories in the Hlaing
ThaYar Industrial Zone about one and a half hour’s drive from
downtown Yangon.
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Through an extensive set of interviews Tin Maung Htwe relates
amd analyzes the stories of such workers. Where they came from,
how and why they moved to work in the factories, what their lives
as factory workers are like, their hopes and expectations and how
they compared to the reality of life working in the factories, the
problems they face and the relations they have with their
employers.

The Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable
Development (RCSD) hopes to make a meaningful contribution
to the push for new knowledge on development in today’s
Myanmar—training a new generation of academics and scholars
who will continue their own quests forward with their research on
Myanmar’s development issues. This new body of knowledge
gained and the league of new, well-trained researchers exiting the
UMD fellowship program will be of importance to Myanmar as it
transitions to democratic governance in an ever-more globalized
world.

Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, PhD
Director, RCSDS
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Abstract

In the past five years, Myanmar’s economy and industrial sector
have experienced significant development which has pushed rural
workforces into urban industries. Workers migrating from rural to
urban areas in Myanmar have to cope with livelihood changes and
adapt to urbanization and working in unfamiliar industrial settings
where they face a different working environment and hardships.
The purpose of this research is to better understand the livelihoods
of such migrant workers in Yangon industrial zones and to assess
how they adapt and survive in their new environment, their
relationships with local inhabitants, work, unions, and their
families during a period of great economic, social and political
transformation in Myanmar. It looks at how these issues impact
on industrial productivity, and workers human rights. The
assumption that the livelihoods of migrants from rural areas
improve when they move to work in factories in industrial zones
is investigated by analysing these aspects of their lives and looking
at how they can improve their livelihoods, social relations and
labor rights. Other topics also discussed are contemporary labor
laws and the economic, social and political reasons why workers
migrate from rural areas to urban industrial areas. The research
was carried out using livelihood approaches and ethnographic
methodology.
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INTRODUCTION

Rationale

Myanmar has been experiencing economic and industrial
development which has led to rural workers migrating into urban
areas. Life is harder for them and is different to that of workers
who are native to the industrial area. The challenges faced by rural
migrant workers, their social relationships, living standards, and
feelings about their new lives need to be researched to understand
them and help decide how to design approaches designed to
improve their development and social capability.

The government first started building industrial zones in 1995, by
2012 there were over 20 industrial zones in Myanmar. In the
Yangon region there are four sectors of industrial zones: East
Yangon industrial zone (made up of: South Dagon Industrial zone
1, 2 and 3, Shwepoukan Industrial Zone, North Okkalapa
Industrial Zone, South Okkalapa Industrial zone, Dagon Seikka
Industrial Zone, Tharkayta Industrial Zone and East Dagon
Industrial Zone), West Yangon Industrial Zone, South Yangon
Industrial Zone, and North Yangon Industrial Zone (made up of:
Hlaing Thayar Industrial Zone, Shwe Pyi Thar Industrial Zone
and Migalardone Industrial Zone). The majority of the factories
either produce agricultural products, wooden products, textiles,
garments, food, porcelain, chemicals, machine tools and spare
parts (DICA, 2014).



Foreign investors have invested in 11 garment factories in the
Hlaing Thayar industrial zone and several factories in other
industrial zones around Myanmar. There are also factories that are
registered as Myanmar owned that are actually foreign owned,
many of these such factories are actually Chinese owned. Only
Minigaladon Industrial Park and Thilawa Industrial Zone reach
international foreign direct investment (FDI) standards, conditions
in the other industrial zones do not meet international standards
for human rights and safety requirements. (Min & Kudo 2012).

During British colonial rule many Myanmar laborers worked in
the oilfields, where most of the advances in workers™ rights came
from. Taking their inspiration from American oilfield workers
who had held successful strikes between 1916 and 1917 the oilfield
workers held strikes to demand liveable wages. The strikes and
demonstrations were led by workers originally from from India
and Yangon who had more experience of organised labor protests.

Under the leadership of the General Council of Burmese
Associations (GCBA) the oilfield protests led to a national
movement of protests by laborers, peasants and students that
made it harder for the British colonial authorities to govern the
country. The Dobama Association (translates as the We the
Burmese Association) helped found the All Burma Labor Unions
in 1939 that went on to call for labor rights and political freedom.
During the military governed period from 1962 till 2011 there
were issues about workers’ rights at garment factories, construction
sites and in other industries, but the government took no notice of
them. The government seemed more concerned about Burmese
workers overseas than those in the country and it never formulated
any rules or regulations to safeguard workers’ rights.

As a consequence of this it is difficult for workers to complain
about issues such as low salaries, excessive work hours,
discrimination, oppression and increased costs of living. This has
led to frequent demonstrations by dissatisfied workers and has
become a challenge for the government to deal with.

Basic Principle 31 in the 1947 constitution permits the formation of
workers associations to protect workers and their rights. Also, Act
33 states that all citizens have the right to: work, paid leave, study
leave, freedom of expression and cash, benefits and support when



they become old or ill. Act 37 says that the state is obliged to arrange
social welfare for workers. Because the 1947 constitution allowed
workers to associate there are many labor associations in Myanmar.

In 1948 Myanmar joined the International Labour Organisation
(ILO) and in 1955 it signed two fundamental ILO conventions: the
Forced Labor Convention, 1930 (No. 29) and the Freedom of
Association and Protection of the Right to Organize Convention,
1948 (No. 87).

Basic Principle 24 of the 2008 constitution states: “The Union shall
enact necessary laws to protect the rights of workers”
(constituteproject.org, 2014) and Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (parliament)
Law No. (5), bought in on 28 March 2012, backs this principle up
by being a “law for safeguarding the right of workers or having
good relationship between employer and workers and making
peaceful workplace or obtaining the rights fairly, rightfully
and quickly by settling the dispute of employer and worker
justly” (dica.gov.mm, 2012)

Justification

Most of the population in Myanmar lives in rural areas, though
this could change soon if there is a large scale movement of people
moving from rural to urban areas as the economy grows and
industry develops. The majority of workers migrating from rural
areas are women and youths. Chhor and his colleagues estimate
that by 2030 over ten million workers will have migrated from
rural areas into cities, mainly to work in the industrial sector and
the total population of Myanmar will have doubled. Chhor et al,
2013)

In 2013 a group of labor unions working with Burma Partnership
issued a report about the hardships faced by industrial laborers in
Yangons industrial zones titled: “Modern Slavery in Yangon’s
Industrial Zones” (Burma Partnership, 2013). The report said that
compared to laborers from the city, migrant laborers from rural
areas find it more difficult to live and survive in their new
environment. Their social satisfaction, the challenges they face,
their social relationships and their living standards need to be
researched so that their situation can be analysed using the human



development and social capability approaches. To support and
empower marginalized workers who have migrated from rural to
urban areas effective empirical research is essential as it will help
contribute towards producing workers who are productive, well-
adjusted human beings.

The average basic monthly wage for industrial laborers in
Myanmar is around 25 to 37 USD (Burma Partnership, 2013)
whereas the average wage in Myanmar was recently calculated to
be around 51 to 61 USD a month. Myanmar industrial workers are
the lowest paid in the region. In comparison the average monthly
wages for industrial laborers in other countries in the region are as
follows: Cambodia - 80 USD, Indonesia — 105 to 215 USD,
Vietnam - 88 to 126 USD, the Philippines — 190 to 224 USD,
China - 134 to 293 USD. (Department of Labor and Employment
2014). In comparison workers in the Myanmar agricultural sector
are paid about 1,300 USD a year (about 108 USD a month) because
of low levels of productivity in the agricultural sector. Previously
over 70 percent of the Myanmar workforce worked in agriculture,
now that figure has fallen to 52 percent and it is continuing to
decline. Because of the decline in job opportunities many workers
are moving from rural to urban areas in search of work and better
lives, even though workers’ wages in the manufacturing sector are
comparatively low compared to rural wages.

In labor intensive industries many business owners hire migrants
from rural areas because they are comparatively cheap and the
owners can get away with giving them substandard working and
living conditions. (Chhor et al, 2013). Migrant workers often have
housing problems because many employers do not want to provide
accommodation for migrant families and it is very hard for them
to afford typical city rents on their wages. Because of their low
incomes and the comparatively high cost of living migrant workers
often cannot afford to send their children to school. Low pay and
erratic implantation of labor laws combine together to marginalize
migrant workers from rural areas (Sjaastad 2012).

This research focuses on the livelihoods, challenges faced and
capabilities of migrant workers who have moved from rural areas to
Yangon's industrial zones. It will examine how they live their lives
and what they think about their: quality of life, social satisfaction,
income, living standards and relations with stakeholders.



Research Objectives

General objectives

The research was designed to study the process of migration from
rural areas to urban industries and how external factors such as
gender, culture, religion and environment impact on the livelihoods
of those undertaking this migration. Results from the research will
be used to try and find alternative solutions that meet the needs of
migrants from rural areas and improve their quality of life.

The purpose of this research is to better understand the livelihoods
of workers who migrate from rural to urban areas by assessing
how they adapt and survive in their new environment as well as
their social interactions and ties with local inhabitants, their work,
unions and their families, issues that directly impact on industrial
productivity and workers’” human rights. The research aims to
improve understanding of the broader issues of human rights,
gender perspectives, internal migration, social security and the
rights of workers who migrates from rural to urban areas. As well
as investigating migrant workers lives it will also explore the
options policy makers and investors have to improve policy, policy
implementation and social welfare for workers and how to get
institutional reforms in the private sector.

Specific objectives

This research has two main objectives.

« Firstly, to record the livelihoods and capabilities of workers that
migrate from rural areas to urban industrial zones.

« Secondly to influence policy makers and influential groups such
as governments, unions, NGOs and stakeholders to design
policies that will not be prejudicial towards migrant workers.






LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature Review of Related Research

When it comes to the study of migration there are many models
and theories which take a variety of approaches.

Ravenstein’s laws of migration say that migration occurs as a series
of waves of development within a region and that most of that
migration is from rural to urban areas. The main reason people
migrate is in search of better economic opportunities (Ravenstein,
1885). Stouffers said that the difference in opportunity in rural
and urban areas affects whether people migrate to urban areas,
whereas distance to be migrated and population size have no
bearing on such migration.

Todaro stated that people would only decide to migrate if the
perceived benefits of a new urban life outweighed the costs of such
a change. As an economist of the neo classical school Todaro
argued that migration from rural to urban areas is a way of making
labour more productive and that people will do this to give
themselves better lives. (Todaro, 1969). Marxists argue that
migration is an inevitable outcome of capitalism. According to
Heisler people migrate from rural areas when their farmland does
not produce an adequate livelihood. Gender specialists have
observed that men and women respond to different factors when
deciding whether or not to migrate. Women will take into account
levels of discrimination against them where they are and where
they want to migrate to. Women are more likely to migrate if it



means they will face less discrimination. They are also more likely
to migrate if cultural norms where they are from are accepting of
migration by women. (eds. Boyle & Halfacree, 2002).

Approaching migration as a household livelihood strategy shows
that migration is linked to livelihood opportunities. Lieten and
Nieuwenhuys argue that people will respond to the global forces of
capitalism and changes in the economy by changing and developing
their livelihoods as much as the limits of their conditions and
capabilities will allow (Lieten & Nieuwenhuys, 1989).

Moving in search of a better quality of life and better social capability
is one of the main ways workers can mitigate against malfunctioning
markets and lack of state provided social security. Because migrant
workers who move from rural to urban areas have to make ‘non-
productive investments’ on things like transport and accommodation
rental or purchase costs working in industrial zones is less
advantageous to them than it is to workers who already live in the
urban area where the industrial zone is located (De Haas, 2010).

Sen said that development must be a process of expanding the
substantive freedoms people enjoy in their choices. Investment in
health, education, food, recreational life and social capability
enhances human development by prioritising the well-being of
individuals (Sen 1999).

The vast movement of people from rural areas to urban areas in
China makes for a good case study of migration. In China as
people moved from rural to urban areas there was increased
conflict between the migrant workers and government officials,
employers and local residents. Migrant workers in China generally
had poor living conditions and no social services that they could
turn to in times of trouble. This led the migrant workers to
organise themselves into supportive networks to help each other
(Daniel Fu Keung, Chang Ying & He Xue2007)).

The number of women migrating from rural areas to work in
urban areas is increasing and women are no longer dependent on
their husbands and fathers. Many industries prefer hiring women
because they can pay them less than men and they are generally
more compliant (Kofman, 2004).



In Papua New Guinea when Siane migrant workers moved to Port
Moresby City many asked acquaintances already in the city about
where they could find work. They also had only limited interaction
with their families back home but saved money and sent it back to
them. Government, unions and industries expected migrant
workers to adopt urban values instead of their rural values
(Natsuharaet at al, 2000). Most migrant workers leave their families
when they migrate for work and save money which they send back
to their families. Initially this can be harder because after workers
migrate to urban areas it normally takes them a while to find a
proper job that pays them the average urban worker’s wage.

The consensus of corporations is that globalization is good for
everyone. It is clear that employers do not care about the welfare
of their workers or the environment, all they care about is profit
for themselves and their shareholders. Therefore it can be assumed
that the neo-liberal model of globalization does not benefit
everybody. Based on studies by the United Nations Corporation,
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and other UN organizations
there is a wide gap between the richest and poorest in China,
Russia, Latin America and other countries. The governments of
countries where 85 per cent of the worlds population live are
unable to reduce that wealth gap and it is only increasing in those
countries. The situation was exacerbated by national debts which
were a tremendous burden on countries’ national finances.

According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) there
needs to be improved employment opportunities in Myanmar,
especially for women and youths and there also needs to be
improvement in: the way workers are registered, governance of the
labor market, support for migrant workers and sector specific
labor issues. Of these the ones that are directly connected to this
research are support for migrant workers and sector specific labor
issues. Working in Myanmar the ILO has managed to improve: the
way workers are recruited, registration of workers, social protection
for employees, the safety of people migrating from rural to urban
areas and workers skills. The ILO monitored implementation of
labor standards in Myanmar also encouraged the development of
social dialogues in industrial relations. (ILO 2012).






RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Study Design

This research design uses ethnographical methods to describe the
livelihoods of industrial workers and their families. It will analyse
the long-term development perspectives of: employment, human
well-being, social security, social protection and vulnerability
reduction. It will also explore individuals’ perspectives and external
factors that affect their livelihoods and social relationships. The
ways in which laws, policies, culture and institutions affect migrant
workers will also be discussed in the research.

It is hoped that the research will test Lieten and Nieuwenhuys
theory that globalization and economic change are factors that
create migration. It is also hoped that organizations and
governments will be able to use the results of this research to
create effective policies to help migrant workers.

The research was carried out by spending time with the families of
migrant workers and it relied on observation of participants (the
families), case studies, interviews with key informants, content
analysis peer group discussions and comparisons of life histories.



Sampling Strategy

Research areas

The research consists of case studies and participant observation at
three factories in the Hlaing Thayar Industrial Zone. It consists of
interviews and observations of migrant workers and their families
from each factory, labor unions and key informants to understand
the various lifestyles and livelihoods of migrant workers.

Sampling

The research will consist of four ethnographic sampling
methodologies: selective sampling (of rural migrant groups,
workers and their families), snowball sampling, convenience
sampling and judgment sampling. Targeted migrant families and
labor unions will participate in the research and there will be
convenience sampling of unions, employers and the authorities.
From amongst the migrant families key informants will be selected
for in-depth interviews and peer discussion groups.

Site Selection

The three factories in the Hlaing Tha Yar that were selected as
field research sites were: the New Way shoe factory, the Tai Yee
shoe factory and the Popular garment factory.

There are labor unions at the factories and one third of the workers
have migrated there from rural areas. Contact with targeted
informants for the research was made through two labor unions.
The researcher also spoke to Action Labor Rights, a workers’
consortium, and the Myanmar Centre for Responsible Business, a
Yangon based group that advocates for workers’ rights and
responsible business. The research approach focused mainly on
collective information from migrant workers at the three factories
about their perceptions and their responses to questions.

The research was designed to find out how and why workers
migrate from rural to urban industrial areas and how they manage
to survive in their new urban, industrial settings for the first three
months after their arrival.
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The stories of many workers who migrated from rural areas are
similar. They came to the city in search of a better livelihood, most
of them came from the Irrawaddy Region and upper Myanmar
following Cyclone Nargis. Before moving to the cities they would
often contact relatives and friends from their village who were
already working in the industrial zones. The research discovered
that at some factories many of the migrant workers come from the
same village or area as the first migrant workers who initially
started working in that factory.

At one of the research field sites, the Popular garment factory, workers
had previously demonstrated to demand that employers uphold
workers’ rights. The research will also examine the relationship
between labor unions, migrant workers and labor demonstrations.

Methods of Data Collection

Prior to the fieldwork the researcher analysed secondary data
relevant to the research. This involved collecting existing data,
information, news and other research findings from academic
articles and other relevant publications, such as newspaper articles,
reports from labor organisations and government reports.

Primary data was collected through observation of participants
over a six month period during which the researcher would visit
the rural migrant workers” families, places of work, places where
they socialised and speak to those they socialise with,
representatives of the unions they were involved with and others
working at the factory.

The researcher spent most of his time with the migrant workers
and their families to help understand their lives and see if there
were recurring patterns within their lives.. This was done by
making empirical observations and interpretations of the workers
and their families and carrying out in-depth interviews with them.

As well as using participant observer approaches to gather
information there were also other in-depth interviews, observation
of field sites and group discussions. Those interviewed and spoken
with included representatives of the employers, the authorities, the
unions and stakeholders.



During the research relevant diagrams and maps were recorded
and film footage and photographs were taken to help further
explain the life experiences of workers who have migrated from
rural to urban areas.

Research Timeframe

The first four months of research focused on studying the
livelihoods, social systems and working conditions of the migrant
workers. In the fifth and sixth months gender perceptions,
livelihood challenges and the prospect of legal and institutional
reform. In-depth interviews with key informants from among the
rural migrant workers and experts were carried out at times when
the respondents were avaialable.

Data Analysis

The research carried out was descriptive analysis research that
depended primarily on substantive observational notes, interview
responses and experiential group discussions.

The results were processed in three ways: descriptive, analytical
and interpretive

Descriptive analysis was used to look at the current situation of
migrant workers, their families and communities through case
studies.

The analytical approach analysed data from case studies,
comparative analysis of families, factories and industrial zones.
The data was divided into categories (Types of industry, gender,
size of family, internal convergence, external divergence), themes
(similar cases, zones etc.) and patterns.

For the interpretive approach there was a contextual analysis of the
research and analysis of the systematic and methodological
approaches of the research. Hypotheses reached through the
research were tested to see if they were valid. To ensure accuracy of
research cross-analysis of families and case studies were carried out
as well as follow up questions to key informants in group discussions.



RESEARCH FINDINGS

Location of Study Site

Hlaing ThaYar Industrial Zone is the largest of Myanmar’s
industrial zones. It takes about one and a half hours to drive from
downtown Yangon to Hlaing Tha Yar. It is bordered by the Hlaing
River to the east, the Shwe Than Lwin industrial zone to the west,
the Yangon-Pathein road in the north and Panhlaing River in the
south. It covers a total area of 1401.44 acres, of which 1087.98
acres are taken up by industrial developments. It is made up of 13
sub-zones containing over 1,000 factories, which employ 150,000
workers. The main sub-zones are sub-zones one to seven. The
whole industrial zone is administrated by the Hlaing Thar Yar
Industrial Zone Management Committee (Myanmar Industrial
Association 2014).

Details of the three actual sites studied in Hlaing Thar Yar
industrial zone are as follows:

The New Way shoe factory produces export quality products, it is
located at No. 188, Kyan Sit Tha Street in sub-zone four. 1400
workers are employed there, of whom approximately one third are
migrants from rural areas. There are labor unions operating there.

The Tai Yee shoe factory, is located in sub-zone three of Hlaing
Thar Yar Industrial Zone. About 1,300 workers are currently
employed at this factory and nearly 1,000 of them are members of



a labor organization that was started in 2012, after the 2011 labor
law was enacted, mainly produced.

The Popular garment factory is located at No. 10, Banmaw
Atawwan Street, in sub-zone three. Over 1,000 workers are
employed at the factory.

Figure 1 Research field Sites in Hlaing Tha Yar Township

r

cpEnaaicos

HLAING THARYAR TOWNSHIP




| 17

Change of Life from Rural to Urban

Most workers move from rural areas because there are not enough
employment opportunities where they come from. Many people
from rural areas, from youths to the middle-aged have left the
countryside and moved into towns to work in factories. Every year
the numbers of factory workers increases.

The reasons people gave for migrating from the countryside
varied. They included to seek better work opportunities, to become
better educated, because they had lost their farmland in land-
grabs, because they had dropped out of middle or high school,
because a relative already working in a factory could help them
tind work, because people they knew from their village working in
urban factories could get them jobs.

The average age of workers in the factories at Hlaing Tha Yar Industrial
Zone is 23 years old. The majority of the workers, especially in the
garment factories are women from the Yangon, Irrawaddy, Sagaing,
Magwe and Mandalay regions and Rakhine State.

Becoming migrant industrial workers: life behind the scenes

The life trajectories of workers who migrate from rural areas to
industrial zones in Yangon follow similar patterns. Most of them
come from the Irrawaddy region and following Cyclone Nargis
they also started coming from upper Myanmar and Rakhine State.

Before coming to the industrial zones the prospective migrant
workers generally contact a friend or relative from back home who
is already working at an industrial zone.

Yee Mon, a 23 year old migrant worker in Yangon said: “After I
completed Grade Eight my aunty bought me to work in the
factories.”

Thein Kyaw Oo is a 23 year old ethnic Rakhine worker originally
from Sittwe Township in Rakhine State. He is a former labor union
president at the New Way Factory, he is active in labor issues and
usually wears either a labor union shirt or an ILO shirt and a
longyi (traditional men’s skirt worn in Myanmar). He worked as a
fixer for the researcher and has previously participated in ILO



research and other labor activities. When asked about how he
came to work in Yangon he said: “I came with my uncle and later
called my sister in our village because after the paddy had been
harvested there was nothing for her to do”

Ms Khin Khin Thit said: “After I dropped out of school my auntie
asked me to come to Yangon and I lived with them first. When my
sisters followed me [to Yangon] we moved to a dormitory and
lived and worked together in the same factory”

The researcher discovered that at some companies many of the
migrant workers working at the same factory originally came from
the same village or area.

Ms Su Su a 21 year old Bamar woman who moved from Ma Oo
Pin Township in Irrawaddy Township to work at the New Way
factory said: “I did not like living in my village. There were not
many friends for me in the village and I got bored living there. I
could go around Yangon if I worked there during my holidays” Of
her life in the village she said: “My parents live in Ma Oo Pin and
they make their living by cultivating watermelons, I used to help
them when I was there”

Ms Sein is a 23 year old who moved to Yangon from the Irrawaddy
Delta region and volunteers every Sunday to work with the
Thudana Volunteer Group to clear up the area round a pagoda.
She said: After my matriculation exams in 2011 I moved to
Yangon. At present I am studying at the Distance University
Yangon for a liberal arts degree. So far I have not had to take any
time off from work, but I will have to attend the university for 10
days. When I do I will have to take unpaid leave from work and
they will not give me my end of year bonus.”

Zin Mar Thaw, an 18 year old who moved from Myaut Oo City in
Rakhine State to Yangon with the help of her cousin’s aunt and her
brother who had been living in Yangon for eight years said: “I was
jobless when I arrived here my brother helped me to get work at
the New Way shoe factory where he is currently working” She
added: “My brother’s friend filled out my job application and as I
am not yet old enough to be employed I just borrowed my
neighbor’s National Identification (ID) Card. It is the first time
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that I have worked in a factory, though I have had different types
of work in my village, including making bricks at construction
sites and cutting wood... I only got sporadic work in the
countryside and sometimes there was no work on offer. [Wages
from] working in the countryside just covered the cost of [my]
food and there is no way to become wealthy working in the village.
My peers [in the village] married at a young age but I do not yet
know what I want to do in the future. Therefore, I move to Yangon
and fine out sometime to do, if I live in Village, I might married
early as my friends ”

Ms Mee Lay said: “My parents were farm owners and I used to live
on the farm I have seven brothers and sisters, [ am the middle one
and I had to cook for the farmers and laborers who worked on the
farm and I had to help the female laborers plan the planting [of
crops]. I wanted to change my life and become more educated”

As can be seen from the statements of these migrant workers most
migrate from urban areas to the city to find a better life because
there are better opportunities for them in the city.

Migrant workers’ daily life

Most factory workers get up early to prepare food before running
to the factory. Normally they return home at 8.30pm but
sometimes, when they have to do over time until 10.30pm the
workers do not have time to eat dinner.

Ms Khin Khin Thit said: “When I come back from work too late
to cook I need to buy readymade curry and rice to eat.”

There is a small market called Mee Kwat Say (translates to Firelight
Bazaar) lit by candles and LED lights, where workers can buy
curry and groceries. There are many other small shops near the
workers’ dormitories that are open until 11pm.

Ms Zin Mar Thaw said:

I have 7 family members including my mother as my
father passed away. I am the eldest sister and I have
two elder brothers. I am now living with the eldest
brother. I earn 110000 kyat per month and so does
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my brother. I have to work 12 hours a day, however,
my brother does not have to work overtime. I was
presented a phone from my work and I am so happy
that it is now easier for me to communicate with my
family and friends in my hometown. My family and
relatives there think I am living very comfortably
because I work in Yangon, but in reality I can only
just make ends meet barly. I can only take any leave
after having worked [at the factory] for six months. It
is impossible to take leave in the three-month
probation period. If I do not work one day I receive
no pay for that day and those who miss days at work
will not be employed after the three month
probationary period.

Talking of workers™ rights she said: “I believe that all workers
should be aware of their rights and responsibilities. On the other
hand the government has to make sure that all the workers have
job security according to the rules of law and that they all get the
salary to which they are entitled”

Most workers in the city who have come from villages send money
on the bus network back to their families.

One of the female workers said that after meeting friends from her
village who were talking about their relatives and festivals she
wanted to go back home. She had no choice how over long she
had to work, normally it was 12 hours a day. She stayed in a room
measuring seven feet by seven feet but the only time she spends
there awake are the short times before she goes to work and when
she gets back from work late at night before going to sleep. Also,
because her salary is docked if she does not go to work, she cannot
afford to take a day off particularly if she wants to continue
sending money to her family. Those employed in more senior
positions at the factory receive more benefits, a higher salary and
better bonuses. Workers who want more senior positions have to
have worked for the same factory for a while and have been absent
very few times or not at all during that period.

The workers said that commuting to work during the day was not
too hard, but that sometimes when they have to work overtime no
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ferry is provided. Walking back from the factory at night is
dangerous, because there are no street lights in the Hlaing Thayar
Industrial Zone it is dark and the workers have to rely on the light
coming from factories and passing cars and motorcycles. In a
single factory there could be more than 2,000 workers, the majority
of whom will be girls and women between the ages of 16 and 30
years old.

One female worker complained about her dangerous working
conditions. She has to shape the shoes and glue them together
using heavy machinery and rollers without any safety equipment
to protect her from possible injury. There are no protective barriers
between her and the machine and all she has to protect herself
with is a mask and a helmet. The area around her machine is also
very dusty, which negatively affects her health and the health of
nearby workers. She said that she and the other workers had to
drink milk to help stop the dust sticking in their throats, usually
the workers will share 1 litre of milk between four or five of them.

In many cases it is hard for workers to take any leave. If they have
a bad relationship with their supervisor the supervisor will not
record that a particular worker has been granted leave, so when
that worker takes their leave as agreed with the supervisor
management has no record of the leave being granted and the
worker then gets sacked for taking unauthorised leave.

A supervisor explained how she did not like her job because senior
management team forced her to discipline workers for minor
infractions and which made her unpopular with the workers and
made her job harder. She was so unhappy that she had thought of
quitting her job, but she decided not to because her family was
depending on her and it might be hard to get another job with a
comparable salary and any other supervisor’s job in a factory
would be just as problematic as the rules and management
structures are similar in all factories.

The employers do not pay skilled workers the going rate or give
them the rights to which they are entitled. It is clear that the
employer are exploiting these skilled workers. In most factories
workers are employed on a daily basis, but only paid monthly.
This means that they have no job security because every day they
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do not know whether they will be working that day. With the
workers being in this precarious position it makes it easier for
their employers to exploit them by not paying them properly and
denying them their rights. To prevent this sort of exploitation the
workers need proper job security.

Life as a Migrant Worker

Normally factories do not provide dormitory accommodation for
workers with families, but they will usually provide transport to
the factory for the workers so that they get to work on time.

Many of the workers at Hlaing Tha Yar Industrial Zone live near
to the factories where they work. They either rent dormitory
rooms or small houses that they share between several of them.
Some employers, such as the Tai Yee shoe factory and the New
Way garment factory supply dormitory accommodation with
shared rooms known as Saung, but it is limited to 200 single
workers. Those who are lucky enough to get this accommodation
have a small amount of money deducted from their wages to pay
for rent, water and electricity. Ma Moe Wei said: “I live in this
dormitory because compared to other private dormitories it is
about half the price and I feel safer”

Mr. Thein Kyaw Oo rents a small house close to the factory where
he works. He said: “I live in this small house with my sister and
other relatives, we pay 75,000 kyats a month” Their small house is
10 feet wide and 30 feet long. Mr Thein Kyaw Oo added: “some
couples live in 10 feet by 10 feet [dormitory] rooms and sometimes
three people live in such a small dormitory room” Many
dormitories are two stories high with about 20 rooms 10 feet by 10
feet on each floor with shared toilets and bathrooms. The
dormitories can house over 60 workers, so every morning they
have to queue to use the toilets and bathrooms.

Ms Khin Khin Thit, age 26, lives in a small dormitory with her
two sisters. She comes from the Irrawaddy Delta region and is a
short pale complexioned woman of mixed Bamar and Karen
ethnicity dressed in simple traditional Myanmar clothes. She
works as an A Ku (which translates as seamstress’s assistant). She
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explained: “Men and women need to share the same bathrooms
[in the dormitories], we cannot worry about gender differences.”

Cut off from home

Because most of the migrant workers live in hostels it is not
comfortable for their families to live with them and day-to-day life
can be harder, particularly for larger families. Many migrant
workers have larger families, their average family size is five
people. However, it is hard to support such a family on a migrant
worker’s salary. Often other family members will also try contribute
to living costs such as the rent and bills.

One migrant worker from a rural area said: “I would like to go
home every month but because of the travel costs I have to stay in
the city, I cannot even visit there regularly once a year”

Some migrant workers give up working in the city and return to
their home villages, but they often end up returning to the cities to
work. Ms Mee Lay, age 19, who moved from Kaung Kone Village
in Thayarwadi Township, Bago District to Yangon for work said:
“I [first] worked in a factory that produces battery clips for six
months, but because I had health problems I returned to my native
village for a while. Then, I came back to Yangon in 2013 and
started working in one of the garment factories”

Ms Yee, originally from the Irrawaddy Delta is a 24 year old
mother with one child, her husband works as a trishaw driver and
they all live in a small dormitory room. She said: “Here I can send
my daughter to school easily because the school is just three alleys
away from my house.”

Migrant workers’ insecure lives

Many workers do not have formal contracts. The unions have tried
to educate their members about contracts and their importance, but
it is hard, because to understand contracts one must have an
understanding of employment law, which many migrant workers
lack. Wage discrimination against women is widespread throughout
the industrial zone, but the women have few options to seek redress
because they know that as temporary unskilled staft they can be
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easily replaced, so they do not complain. Also, many of them are
unaware that wage discrimination is illegal.

Most of the workers at the factories are employed on a temporary
basis and have no job security. They can be sacked without
compensation and they get no paid leave, not even to get treatment
for medical problems. If they were employed as permanent
workers they would have far more rights. All those employed on a
temporary basis need to be employed on a permanent basis so that
they become entitled to their workers’ rights.

Some factories are fairer and more flexible than others. At some
factories there are conflicts between management and the workers,
most of these happen due to bad management practices.
Management will oppress the workers and discriminate against
them, particularly the female ones, this leads to workers being
depressed and overworked.

The Labor Law Investigation Department should carry out proper
investigations and ensure that labor laws are upheld. There is a
need to organise labor unions in factories where none exist at
present.

Mrs Aye Soe is a 22 year old of mixed Kayin, Shan and Kachin
heritage who, after she married a Bamar husband, converted from
Christianity to Buddhism. Originally from Taunggyi City in Shan
State she has worked in Hlaing ThaYar Industrial Zone for eight
years. She worked at the Narmin Garment Factory for five years
before moving to the New Way shoe factory one year ago.

Talking about the impact overtime has on her life outside work
she said:

When they ask you to do it, you have to do overtime.
They often do not even tell us about it [the overtime]
in advance. I am not rich enough to afford a phone so
I cannot call my family to tell them [that I have
overtime]. It is usual to do the overtime, my basic
salary is only around 150,000 kyats a month, which is
not enough for my family as I have two children, the
eldest is attending Primary Grade 3 and the youngest
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one is three years old. I cannot take care of my
children and husband because I have to do overtime...
I often have arguments with my husband due to the
large amount of overtime I do. He works making pots
and wants me to be at home when he comes back and
to have his dinner prepared, but because I have to do
overtime I cannot fulfil my duties as a wife.

Ms Mee Lay said:

If T have to work the night shift I have to work from
8pm until 8am the following day with a snack break
at midnight. After work I go back to the hostel, but
there is usually no one else there as they do not take
the night shifts. I live with my friends, not my family,
so life after work seems boring.

When women do overtime they return home late, which can also
cause problems. Ma Su Su said: “the factory provides a ferry for us,
but if nobody can pick me up I have to walk home alone at night
from the ferry gate. It is not safe for a girl to go back home [alone]
at that time, I get teased by men when I have to do it”

Ma Aye Soe is a 31 year old woman who moved from Rakhine
State to work in the Popular factory as a sewing machine operator.
She has long hair and speaks with a Rakhine accent. She said: “I
would not dare take time off, even if [ had a fever as I would have
to work double the time the next day to make up for the day I was
absent. If I am absent others have to be responsible for my work.
It would definitely be a tiring day for the workers present if two
workers are absent from one line. The supervisor will reprimand
workers if they take time off”

Day to day living and personal development

Kyar Nyo works in the Tai Yee shoe factory in Hlaing Thayar
Industrial Zone (2). She lives in the factory provided Tai Yee
women only dormitory. The electricity generator at the dormitory
normally starts at 5:20 am and Kyar Nyo gets up at 5:30am during
the rainy season and the winter, but during the hot season she has
to get up earlier to be able to take a shower because at that time of
year there is not enough water for everyone.
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There is no lighting and the workers use their own torches in the
shared bathrooms. Kyar Nyo is usually ready for work by 6:15 am
before the electricity is cut off in the dormitory at 6:30 am. When
there is no electricity the company only provides five candles for
each room of over 50 people.

When she is not working Kyar Nyo uses her free time to study. She
is doing free classes in computing and English Language, which
are important if she wants to get a better job. The classes are
organised by the Knowledge Zone and run on Saturdays from 6
pm to 8 pm and on Sundays from 10 am to 3 pm. Over 150
workers are studying Basic English. Many workers go to the
weekend classes, but when the factories get many orders to fill
they stop coming because they have to work overtime at the
weekend.

Usually workers buy themselves curry in front of the factory and
eat inside the factory. Those who are living with their families may
bring lunch boxes made at home with them.

Normal working hours at factories are from 7:30 am to 4:30 pm,
though the bell calling the workers rings at 7:20 am. When, at the
Labor Council Committee, the workers complained that the bell
rang at 7:20 am when they are only supposed to start at 7:30 am
the factory’s management said that the workers did not have to be
at work before 7:30 am and the bell was only ringing to tell the
workers to not delay and hurry to their work.

At some factories workers have to work from 7:20 am to 7pm
Monday to Friday and until 4 pm on Saturdays. They are supposed
to have Sundays off, but sometimes the management need the
workers to work on a Sunday. When this happens the workers are
encouraged to sign up on Saturday to work on Sunday. The
management tell the workers that working on a Sunday is voluntary
and up to them, but if there is a productivity bonus that month
those who chose not to work on Sunday do not receive a share of
the bonus. The supervisors also often make life hard for people
who do not work on a Sunday.

Employers do not grant workers any leave to study or attend
classes thought they will give them time off to take exams. Because
of this many workers choose to study humanities or art subjects
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such as history or geography rather than science subjects such as
mathematics, physics or chemistry because it is a lot easier to
study for humanities and arts subjects without attending all the
classes, whereas to understand the science topics properly students
really need to attend all the classes.

Mae Moe Wai, a union representative said: “We, the labor union,
propose that employers give workers who are studying 10 days
leave [a year] for tuition and exam days.”

Mae Moe Wai is a 31 year-old woman who migrated from Sagaing
Region in Upper Myanmar. She is a charismatic labor union leader
at the Tai Yee factory who works as a Sat Chit (sewing production
line) supervisor and is normally dressed in traditional Myanmar
clothes. She was interviewed five times for this project.

Getting employers to give workers the time to educate themselves
has become a major issue in industrial relations. There has been a
weakening of industrial rules and regulations which has reduced
social capital between employers and workers and increased social
tension and strikes by workers. Both management and workers
need to have a better knowledge and understanding of labor laws
and the educational needs of workers.

Life in the workplace

Workers in the factories studied do not have the right to speak up
or ask questions of their employers, who take advantage of their
lack of knowledge and education. In particular, workers have no
knowledge of what is a fair and proper basic salary and overtime
rate for the work they do. Often when they leave their factory jobs
after many years rather than leaving their jobs with acquired skills
they leave with a litany of physical problems such as lung disease
and arthritis caused by overwork and unhygienic working
environments.

There are pressures on the workers in the workplace. For instance
workers are not allowed to talk to each other about non work
related matters while they are working.

Ms Mee Lay said: “It is difficult and uncomfortable to always stay
silent in the work place” Ms Thaw Ti Phaw, a Karen girl from the
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Irawaddy region said: “I do not have many goals, but I do not want
to [continue] living in Naung Tone. That is the main reason I am
in Yangon and why I want to stay and continue working in Yangon.
I have gained a lot of experience from different factories.” Ms Su
Su said: “The work is not so good as there is a language barrier
when communicating with foreigners. As there are not always
translators around the foreigners end up shouting at the workers
because they cannot communicate with them.”

Most of management discriminate against Myanmar workers. For
instance there was nowhere for Myanmar workers to eat their
lunch and they had no drinking water, whereas foreign workers
were having meals in luxurious surroundings.

Sometimes workers have to work overtime until 10.30pm with
only a can of juice and a bun to eat in the evening. It is unsurprising
that workers working in such conditions do not have the time or
energy to attend educational classes, vocational training or just
relax with their families.

Often management will publicly berate and tell off workers who
make mistakes, even if they are new to the job and do not yet
know how to properly do it. When workers make mistakes they
are also made to sign an official warning that informs them that
they will be sacked if they make three mistakes.

If workers are absent for one day without official leave entitlement,
such as leave for holidays or medical reasons, they are fined 5,000
kyats, which is far more than they are paid for one day’s work.
Myat Mon, age 26, said: “If I am absent for one day it [his salary]
might be cut by what I get paid for around three days [work]”
Some factories cut 10,000 kyats from a worker’s salary for one
day’s unauthorised leave.

There can be more than 2,000 workers at a factory with the
majority at most factories being young women aged from 16 to 30
years old.

According to workers, when comparing the two shoe factories in
this study to other types of factories, such as garment factories, the
other types of factories more often demanded overtime and ran 24
hours a day because there were urgent orders to be filled. Ms Mee
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Lay said that irregular meal times and sleepless nights from doing
night shifts made her ill and that her stomach had been particularly
badly affected. She said:

I went back to my village after that [being ill]. When
I went back to Yangon I made up my mind to not
work again in a garment factory because of the
pressure of the work and the long working hours,
even though I would be paid more. In order to avoid
night shifts I looked for a factory with fewer working
hours and I chose the New Way shoe factory where I
am currently working.”

Chan Tha, a worker at the New Way shoe factory said that he had
come from his hometown to work at the factories five years before
in early 2010. When he first started working in factories he had to
work until 9pm and sometimes even until 10pm and if it was an
urgent order he would have to work on a Sunday. Because he was
only being paid 25 kyats an hour he could only earn enough to live
if he did overtime and sometimes he was desperately happy when
they had to work all night. He does not know if it was worth it and
said that because he was working such long hours he lost touch
with the outside world. He was fed up and felt like he was living in
a prison.

Healthcare

Most of the larger factories have a clinic that only provides pain
killers and indigestion medicine. Mrs Yee said: “When I feel unwell
I go to a shop that sells basic medicines. If workers feel unwell
they can take leave if it is deemed necessary by the government
run Social Welfare Clinic, which has limited opening hours.

The Social Welfare Department issues workers with social welfare
cards on which they will record any health problems the worker
has. At some factories the workers keep their own social welfare
cards, but in others the factory manager keeps the workers’ social
welfare cards.

The most days of unpaid leave that can be taken a year is 16, in
some factories it is only six days. If workers are absent without
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gaining prior permission not only are they not paid, they are also
tined out of their wages. Zin Zin, age 19, said: “When I need to go
to the clinic I have to wait and ask the manager” Ms Mee Lay said:
“I don’t know anything about social welfare, I just heard about it
from my brother. I had to go to the clinic. It cost me a lot and I
had to miss work. Later on it caused problems with my work and
I had to leave my job."

Workers, by law, have to make social welfare payments and every
month the factories dock social welfare payments from the
workers” wages. But, despite paying their money the workers are
denied the benefits of social welfare, such as medical care and sick
leave, by their employers. Instead of getting the paid sick leave that
they are legally entitled to when they are ill or hospitalised the
workers have their salaries docked for the days they are absent due
to illness, which means that taking sick leave is a serious problem
for the workers. The employers will permit medical leave and will
not fine the workers if the illness is confirmed by a doctor, but
they will not pay the workers their salary or bonus for the days
they are absent, even though they are supposed to by law. Even
working full time most workers find it hard to make ends meet so
they cannot afford to take time off to see doctors even when they
are ill. Myat Mon, a 27 year old from Rakhine State who is an
active union member at New Way factory explained that he would
self-medicate rather than go see a doctor. He said: “I buy assorted
medicines from the shops and it costs me 100 to 150 kyats”
Sometimes workers get better with the medicines they buy for
themselves, other times they eventually have to go and see a
doctor.

In all the factories studied for this research if workers are absent
for more than three consecutive days they will be fired from their
job, whether they have been officially allowed the time off or not.
They are allowed to go back to work at the same factory, but they
will be treated as a new worker. This means that they will get paid
less than previously as they will only be receiving the same wage
as all new workers. Punishing people like this because they take
sick leave is illegal and violates workers’ rights. The Labor Ministry
should take legal action against employers that behave in such a
way.
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Division of labor

Women account for an estimated 90 percent of the 180,000 labors
in Myanmar’s garment industry, which is expanding again
following the easing of international sanctions. Clothing exports
are expected to be worth $1.5 billion in 2014.

Jobs are divided between the genders. Many of the workers in the
factories are women, whereas men tend to work as security guards
or in the repair and upkeep of factory machinery. There are very
few women working in security or in the higher management
levels. All the managers at the factories studied were men.

There is a significant difference between the pay of a normal
worker and more senior workers. To become a senior worker the
workers first have to spend a long time working at the same factory
earning a very poor wage as normal workers before they can be
promoted to a more senior, better paid job.

Ma Khin Yu Swe said: “I worked in this factory for four years before I
became a line manager, which pays me twice the salary. [I was
previously earning.]” Judging by the gold necklace she was wearing
when interviewed she was managing to save some money now. The
researcher observed that migrant workers tend not to save their
money in banks. They either send it back home or use it to buy gold.

Salaries between the sexes are unequal too. The basic monthly
wage, without any bonuses, for a male worker is 70,000 kyats a
month and for a female worker it is 50,000 kyats. If both parents
of a family were only earning this it would not be enough for the
family to survive on.

Many of the workers said that they do not like their jobs but have
no choice about their work. One woman worker said: “If I want to
put my children in school and give them a better future, I have no
choice but to keep on with this job, even though I feel that I am
not making any progress in life”

Sundays are supposed to be days off, but often the workers have to
do overtime and work on a Sunday, especially if there is an urgent
order to fill. If they are lucky enough to have a Sunday off workers
and their families relax by visiting pagodas and parks.
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Children in the workplace

Though labor laws state that all workers should be over 18 years
old and eligible for social welfare schemes children can still be
found working in factories.

Once children start working in factories their future life chances
are diminished because they stop their education.

It is not unusual for factories to employ underage workers who
have migrated in from rural areas. One young migrant worker
said: “When I failed Grade 10 I moved here to work when I was
16. I just gave them a copy of my family registration on which I
had altered my birthday [to make me appear to be old enough to
work] using correction fluid. They did not even ask me for my
National Identity Card”

Ms Mee Lay said:

I have been working in the factory for three months.
I applied for the job by borrowing my elder sister’s
National Identity Card. But then the factory warned
the workers and told them that anyone that was
found providing fake National ID [or someone else’s
ID] would be dismissed, but they gave the workers
who do not have the relevant national Identification
Card time to get one. At present I am on one year’s
probation working in the cutting department.

The researcher spoke to a young woman who spoke about her life
as an underage worker. She was born in the Irrawaddy region and
was one of five children. Unfortunately, her father passed away
when she was 10 years old, leaving her mother to take care of all
the children. Her mother had lots of difficulties earning enough
money to pay for the schooling of four children and the upkeep of
an infant. The woman said that most of the work available in her
hometown was farming but that it was poorly paid.

As a result her family moved to Yayoatkan Ward near to the Hlaing
Thayar Industrial Zone in Yangon. The woman worked at several
places whilst under age. The first place she worked at was Dico,
Myanmar, she then went to work in a factory producing fish
products near to the Phayar Lan Bus stop in Kyansitthat Street.
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She found everything in Yangon expensive and her first experience
of work was unsettling. She had to start work at 8am, where she
worked was smelly and unhygienic, but she knew nothing about
tirst aid and did not know or realize that she should clean wounds
and burns and use antiseptic on them to prevent them from
becoming septic. To earn enough money she often had to work
overtime until 10pm and go home in the dark. It was common for
employers to warn underage workers that they could be sacked
immediately, presumably if they came under pressure from the
authorities or elsewhere to crack down on child labour. At the
time the woman did not realize that employers who employed
under age workers were guilty of forced labour.

Ms Ei Myat Phuy a short 17 year-old with Thanaka on her face
who migrated from the Irrawaddy Region tells her story.

Where she came from there was no proper system of public
transportation, the only way to get out of the area was by boat. In
her village everyone depended on agriculture.

Her family consisted of seven members, two parents and five
children. Even though Ei Myat Phuy wanted to continue her
schooling her parents could not afford to send all the children to
school so she had to leave school after grade 7. In her village there
are no educated people and if parents cannot afford to send all
their children to school they will usually prioritise the boys over
the girls. Stereotypically, girls are expected to learn how to perform
household tasks rather than become educated.

When the price of rice fell most of the families in the village
suffered and Ei Myat Phuy’s family had to find income from
elsewhere. Her sisters had no problems getting work in factories
because they were 18 and could get Labour Cards, but she was just
14, too young to legally work in a factory. She eventually got work
in a wig factory, but it made her very tired because she had to
work the same number of hours as her older co-workers. Despite
this she only got paid 25,000 kyats a month, not only was it not
enough to enable her to send money home, it was not even enough
to cover all the costs of renting her hostel room (28,000 kyats a
month split between four people) and her food. She knew that she
would have to wait if she wanted to earn more money as there
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were plenty of other under-age workers like her looking for jobs
that would pay them a liveable wage.

Eventually Ei Myat Phuy got a job at the Tai Yee shoe factory.
Initially her salary was 45,000 kyats a month, then after three
months it went up to 60,000 kyats. Her and her sister could only
afford to send 40,000 kyats a month back to their family.

The majority of child laborers working in the factories are girls
whose families cannot afford to send them to school or cannot
afford to feed and look after them properly.

Life under pressure

Mrs Eaith is a 26 year-old married woman who moved to Yangon
from Bago Region with her aunt in 2009, since when she has
bought her family one by one to Yangon. She has worked as a
sewing machine operator at different factories for four years.

She explained that when workers struggled because of high
workloads they would be reprimanded.

She told how once there were 44 workers on a shoe production
line that really required 50 workers on it. Because there were not
enough workers in the line the workers had to do more work than
they had time for. Because Mrs Eaith did not have enough time
she could not do her job properly and got publicly rebuked by her
supervisor, but she could not try to explain herself or complain
about her treatment for fear of losing her job.

At a factory meeting her line manager spoke in an offensive way to
the workers. When they complained about her behaviour to the
Korean factory’s owners they told the workers not to complain
about their line manager. When the line manager found out that
the workers had reported her to management she tried to find
reasons to issue them all with official warnings. She even gave an
official warning to someone who had gone to the toilet without
asking for permission. The workers reported her behaviour to the
labor union.

Mrs Eaith said that if even university graduates were finding it
hard to get a job downtown it would be impossible for people like
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her without any qualifications or education to get a job there. To
survive she has to take any work she can find in factories, where
she runs the risk of having to work for abusive superiors.

Migrant Workers’ Finances

Even though most workers work 10 to 11 hours a day over half of
their wages (65 percent) are spent on food and accommodation.

The main causes of most of the recent conflicts between workers
and employers have been inadequate basic salaries and worker
exploitation.

Inadequate salaries

Many factories will dock 6,000 kyats from a worker’s salary every
day that they are absent without permission, despite this being
more than a day’s wages for the worker. Some factories even dock
up to 10,000 kyats for one day of unauthorised absence.

There are various types of leave workers can apply for and be
granted, such as casual leave and medical leave. Even when they
are granted official leave workers will still have 2,000 kyats docked
from their monthly salary, which is still more than one day’s wages.

In most garment factories a normal worker’s basic wage for one
day working eight hours (normally from 7:15 am to 4:30 pm
including lunch) is around 1,000 kyats. More skilled workers are
paid 1,500 to 2,000 kyats for the same period of time. The workers
are paid a daily basic wage and are paid their month’ salary at the
end of each month, they are only paid for the days they have
worked and they receive no paid holidays or leave days. The
factory then also adds or deducts money from workers’ wages
using very complicated and confusing calculations that take into
account fines, overtime wages and bonus payments accrued by
each worker during the month.

Ye Mon said: “If I was absent for a single day my [monthly]
payment was cut by 20 percent. No one explained the details of
how much the overtime, fines and salary should be”
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Some workers said that their overtime schedule was causing them
long-term health problems. Ms Mee Lay said: “I have to work
over-time every day from 7:30 am in the morning to 8 pm in the
evening. The salary is good as I earn 80000-83000 kyat per month.
But, every week I have to alternate between day and night shifts
which negatively affects my health, especially as I have an existing
health problem.”

Salaries are usually paid on the first day of the month (for the
previous month). Then on the 21 of each month the workers
receive 7,000 kyats payment for their food expenses. As the wages
are so low most workers have already spent all their wages by the
21* of the month and they have to survive on the 7,000 kyats food
payment for the rest of the month. For many workers the salary is
too low to survive on for a month and they have to borrow money
with interest to get through to the end of the month.

Despite all these problems for much of the year many workers do
not want to move to work in other factories because they worry
that they will lose the bonuses that they get in April and October
for festivals.

If employers continue to not pay their workers properly in this
way conflict between employers and workers and demonstrations
by workers are expected to continue and increase in number.

Severance pay

According to the law all employees who have their employment
terminated by their employer have to be given severance pay
proportional to the length of time they were employed. Workers
employed for less than three months have to be paid one month’s
salary. Those who were employed for more than a month but less
than a year are entitled to two month’s salary as severance pay,
those employed for between one and three years are entitled to
three month’s salary as severance and those employed for over
three years are entitled to five month’s salary as severance. But, the
law states that if the employee intended to damage the reputation
of his employers they do not have to pay the employee any
severance.
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In reality rather than terminating an employee’s employment
employers will usually pressurise them to resign so that they do
not have to pay any severance. Even if they do end up paying
severance pay generally employers do not follow the law. They do
not base severance pay on the actual amount with overtime and
bonuses actually earned each month by the employee, they base it
on the lowest monthly basic wages. This means that most
employees receive less than 50,000 kyats severance, which is
insufficient to support them while they look for work.

Government intervention to help workers

The Myanmar Government mostly ignores workers’” current issues.
Despite the President, the Ministry of Labor and the Ministry of
Social Welfare publicly announcing in newspapers and on the
television that they would pass a law to guarantee a minimum
basic salary and improve social welfare nothing has yet happened,
even though the president said that he would pass a law
guaranteeing a minimum salary two years ago. At present
Myanmar workers” wages are lower than any other country in the
region.

Normal working hours should be legally restricted to eight hours
a day and for working these hours workers should earn a basic
salary that is sufficient for them to support themselves and their
family.

Deciding on a minimum salary for Myanmar workers at present
might be hard because of the stage of development the country is
at. But, irrespective of this the minimum basic wage should be no
less than the minimum basic wage received by daily workers
employed by the government, which at present is 27,000 kyats a
month. Really the minimum basic wage should be at least 80,000
kyats a month. This would reduce the amount of overtime that the
workers have to do and enable them to have more leisure time.
This would be of great benefit to young workers who would have
more time to study and explore alternative employment
opportunities. As well as increasing workers’ income such a law
would also improve their wellbeing.
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Migrant Workers and Politics

For decades western sanctions prevented Myanmar products from
being sold in most countries, but after the recent political changes
sanctions were dropped and Myanmar was once again allowed to
sell its products around the world. According to Kudo this new
access to international markets improves Myanmar’s prospects of
industrial development (Kudo 2013).

Previously unions were illegal in Myanmar, but with the
encouragement of the International Labour Organization (ILO)
the Industrial Workers Federation of Myanmar mobilized and
successfully lobbied congress to allow unions. In 2011 the
government allowed unions to be formed in the workplace and
organized into associations from a sectorial to national level.
Exiled former union leaders were also allowed to return to
Myanmar and encouraged to form unions in various industries.
By 2013 a total of 1225 unions had been registered with the
Myanmar Ministry of Labor (FTUM Website, no date). The main
issues workers want to improve are wages and leave terms.

Workers” unions are designed to improve their members’ welfare
and working conditions and solve disputes between employers
and employees. According to Blair & Crawford if a small group of
workers gets together and complains as a group about their
working conditions and ask for an improvement to those
conditions a union is born. (Blair & Crawford, 1984). In all
workplaces where workers face difficulties and challenges to their
welfare unions are established. Unions were first organized during
the industrial revolution in the late 19" century. They cooperate
internationally and have influenced the making of laws.
(Wellington, 1961.)

Unions

Basic salaries and overtime payments are very important issues for
workers. A basic salary of less than 40,000 kyats will not cover the
living costs for a worker and their family. Often the basic wage is
insufficient for them to survive and they rely on overtime
payments. This means that when there are fewer opportunities for
overtime workers have difficulties surviving. This happens mainly
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in March and particularly in April when there are long holidays
for the New Year.

It is hard for workers to strike longer than a month because that is
about the maximum amount of time they can survive without
receiving any payment. Even if the issues over which the workers
were striking have not been resolved they have to return to work
after striking for a month, otherwise they would starve. Though
the unions are trying to get full workers’ rights it is very hard for
strikes to be unified and not broken before negotiations are
concluded. This situation leads to regular short-term strikes that
in turn lead to divisions between management and workers and
drops in production.

Employers use various methods to try and control the workers
and stop them taking industrial action. These include firing union
leaders and making and circulating blacklists amongst themselves
of people not to employ.

Thein Kyaw Oo mentioned such blacklists. He said: “I haven't
been hired for three months now. I was fired with three months
compensation but I cannot find another job in these industrial
zones, some friends say I am on an employers’ blacklist” Research
seemed to show that employers speak to each other to ensure that
they avoid employing union leaders or those that they believe are
troublemakers. Thein Kyaw Oo said: “Recently I was employed for
seven days but then I got fired because my old employers phoned
my new boss and said things about me”

Despite these problems strike action can work. At the Tai Yee shoe
factory workers managed to organize a union to campaign for
their rights. This led to their employer slightly reducing working
hours and granting legally required paid leave and basic salary
improvements. But, as management made these compromises they
also docked some promotion and annual bonuses from workers.

The employer had initially agreed to all the workers’ demands
except for their salary demands, so the union mediated and
negotiated with management to come up with an agreement
acceptable to both sides.

Employers should increase salaries and compromise with workers
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by holding tripartite meetings with union leaders, officials from
the ministry of Labour and the authorities to help solve industrial
disputes. Conditions have improved, but only in some factories. In
those improved factories salaries have slightly increased, there is
more flexibility with overtime, workers need to do less overtime
than previously and they finish work earlier on Saturdays.

As the number of factories has increased so has the number of
workers migrating from rural to urban areas for work. Most of
these migrants are unfamiliar with the life of an urban worker,
labor laws, industrial relations and possible areas of conflict
between management and workers.

Life with limited time and limited knowledge

Unfortunately workers are not in the habit of reading and even if
they were they have limited time in which to read. This means
that they are unfamiliar with workers’ rights and responsibilities
and are often exploited by employers working in cooperation with
the authorities. To avoid this the Ministry of Labour and the
relevant authorities should write and put into effect fair and clear
labor laws. They should also properly enforce existing laws, for
instance the law that says workers should be given a permanent
contract after six months™ probation. The authorities should also
check up on factories regularly to see that they are obeying
employment laws and punish any who are breaking laws. If the
authorities only ever back the employers it will lead to massive
labor demonstrations in the future.

When workers receive permanent contracts they should also
receive full workers’ rights such as the right not to be arbitrarily
dismissed, medical leave, medical care, holiday leave and other
rights. The authorities should step in to ensure that workers are
granted those rights and if they do not the workers should push
for their rights.

Social welfare

The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (national parliament) bought in a new
social welfare law on 23 August 2012 that was designed to meet
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international standards. The new social welfare law has five types
of social insurance. These are: (1) health and social welfare
insurance, (2) family benefit insurance, (3) old age pensions and
benefits, (4) unemployment benefit, (5) social welfare insurance.
There is also an employment injury benefit scheme to ensure that
injured employees receive payments when they cannot work.
Employers need to contribute to the scheme, but workers do not.

On paper these new laws appear good, but in practice they do not
work as well because they are not properly implemented. There
needs to be government cooperation to ensure that social welfare
laws are properly implemented by employers because at present
employers are getting way with flouting employment laws and
exploiting workers. For instance this study came across workers
who had been denied the medical and holiday leave that the law
said they were entitled to.

Most workers do not believe that they can rely on the social
insurance and welfare schemes put into place by the government
because they have never previously benefitted from such schemes.
Mrs Yee said that money was cut from hers and other workers’
salaries to contribute towards their social welfare, yet when they
became sick they received no support from the social welfare
program.

If workers believed that the social welfare programs worked they
would definitely become involved in it, but the reality is that even
though they contribute to the social welfare program their
situations have remained unchanged and they are still exploited by
their employers. Until now 708,601 workers have contributed over
700,000 kyats to the social welfare system.

Most migrant workers who have moved in from rural areas do not
understand the social welfare system and their employers do not
explain it to them. When asked about it Ms Mee Lay revealed that
her employers had told her nothing about social welfare when she
tirst started work. She said: “I signed a work contract, but they just
showed me where to sign” Mr Thein Kyaw Oo said: “When I first
[started working] I did not know enough to ask about welfare
benefits, but then, after two years of working, I attended ILO
training where I was made aware of them [social welfare benefits].
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Most workers do not know about the social welfare system, but
through participation in strikes and contact with unions more
have become aware of social welfare and the minimum wage. Ms
Myat Mon said: “After I joined the union in the New Way factory
I learned more about my rights”

Both employers and employees pay into the social welfare fund.
All workers should be issued with Social Welfare Cards showing
that they and their family are entitled to free medical treatment,
compensation payments and other medical benefits, but this does
not always happen. Ms Mee Lay said: “When I got my [first]
payslip they had taken money from my salary to pay for social
welfare, but I did not receive a Social Welfare Card until I had
been working there for two years”

It is important that the rules and laws regarding social welfare are
properly adhered to, especially by employers. Workers should also
be made aware of social welfare law and have their rights under it
explained to them when they first start working.

Demonstrations and negotiations

At the Tai Yee shoe factory the workers have been striking and
demonstrating for better pay over the last three years.

During the winter the workers have to work overtime every day to
make ends meet because their basic wages are too low to survive
on. But, in the summer they do not get the overtime because the
factory has fewer international orders and this is the time when
demonstrations and strikes tend to break out as workers do not
have enough to survive without overtime.

Though there have been demonstrations for the last three years
management at the factory has not appointed anyone to negotiate
with the workers.

In 2010 and 2011 the workers only demonstrated for a few days,
but in 2012 the strikes happened over several months, which
meant that all the workers, especially those that lived in hostels,
had financial difficulties because they were not getting paid while
they were striking. Despite the months of strikes the factory
owners would not compromise with the workers and the situation
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worsened. Some striking workers became so short of money that
they did not have enough to buy food, at which point they had to
break the strike and return to work. This sometimes caused
problems and even picket line confrontations between them and
the workers still on strike when they went into work.

Eventually management granted the workers some concessions.
According to Moe Wai, a union leader at the Tai Yee shoe factory,
overtime was reduced so that it would not go on later than 7pm.
Workers who had not taken their annual entitlement of ten days
leave received extra money for having worked instead of taking
leave. Management also supplied the factory clinic with a variety
of medicines, made the work areas more hygienic and installed
water coolers with purified water in the workplace.

Ms Myat Mon, a 21 year-old worker, said that at the factory where
she worked in May 2012 the workers had gone on strike and
demonstrated for better pay. Unfortunately the disgruntled
workers did not know who they should address their grievances to
and how to negotiate. They were even unaware of the new labor
law that had come into force on 11 October 2011 and the rights
that law guaranteed them. Despite this the workers were all united
and they went on strike for 11 days.

This led to senior management, including the managing director
of the factory, entering into negotiations with the union leaders. It
is very unusual for such high ranking management to listen to and
talk with workers and their representatives. Myat Mon said: “I was
very excited when we got the opportunity to talk face to face with
the Tha Htey [boss] for the first time” The tactic seems to have
had positive results. Relations between the workers and
management appear to have improved and they have decided to
hold monthly meetings. The workers were also granted more
rights and leave. Myat Mon said: “After the strikes management
paid more attention to the workers’ needs. [Now] we can negotiate
to get urgent or medical leave. I can even get leave to go and do
union work”

But, sometimes employers use more underhand methods to
control their employees. They have, for instance, been known to
raise union leaders’ salaries or put them in more senior positions.
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As Myat Mon said of such people: “After the strike [finishes] they
get more senior positions and a better salary... they are not
fighting for our rights”

Ms Ei Myat Phuy a short 17 year-old with Thanaka on her face,
who migrated from the Irrawaddy Region to work in a factory
told about her first experience of industrial disputes.

When the workers at her factory had a demonstration on 6
February 2012 she joined in, even though she did not understand
why they were demonstrating. Because she had demonstrated she
had 6,000 kyats docked from her salary, some of the other
demonstrators had 9,000 kyats cut from their salary. Despite this
the workers continued to demonstrate. After 10 more days of
demonstrating management docked another 1,000 baht from their
wages. After 20 days of demonstrating Ei Myat Phuy found herself
facing financial hardship. Weeping as she recalled she said: “I
wanted to stay with my friends who were demonstrating but I
needed to look after my family”

The workers continued demonstrating for over two months and
though she supported the demonstrating workers some of them
criticised her for not demonstrating with them, even though she
could not afford to.

Previously when workers went on strike they would receive pay,
but since 2012 employers do not have to pay striking workers. The
Settlement of Labour Dispute Law 2012, Article 54 states: “As a
strike suspends the employment agreement temporarily, the
employer shall not be liable to pay salary or allowance during such
period to the worker who go on strike” This means that strikes
now tend to be alot shorter and compromises between management
and workers are reached sooner.

The law also says that if disputes cannot be resolved by the Labour
Dispute Committee they have to be taken to the High Court for
adjudication, which entails a wait of nearly two years. Because
workers cannot afford to continuously strike and put pressure on
management for such a long time following the legal procedure
for mediating disputes puts workers at a disadvantage.



| 45

Migrant Workers' Hopes

One of the most common wishes for factory workers who have
migrated in from rural areas is to receive a proper salary that
meets their needs and enables them to also return some money to
their families back home.

Ms Zin Mar Thaw said: “Like me there are many people who
moved from their native towns in order to make more money in
Yangon. But, with the high prices and work place pressure it is
difficult for us to survive in Yangon and we find it suffocating. I
would like to have some affordable rooms to rent or for the factory
to provide a dormitory for us. I also want to receive enough wages
to be able to afford the high prices [of goods in Yangon].

Mrs Aye Aye Soe said:

Most of my friends have been working [here] for
nearly nine years, but they still have to rent houses. If
they could have saved the money they spent on rent
they could have afforded to buy a plot of land by now.
I wish that all workers could have security of tenure
in their own decent, safe rooms or houses. I wish that
the factories would provide food and hostels for their
workers so that the workers could have nicer lives. At
the moment workers have to struggle a lot just to
meet the rent payment. I loathe having to do overtime
all the time because my basic salary is not enough. I
would prefer it if I could receive enough of a basic
salary to enable me to survive without having to do
overtime.

Some factories give their workers food while they are working,
which relieves the pressure on their salaries. Ms Thaw Ti Phaw
said: “The factory where I am working at now provides breakfast

so that workers can save time and money normally spent on
breakfast.”

Ms Su Su said: “I wish that all workers, including me, were paid a
good enough salary to cover all our expenses and for the hostel
fees to be reduced. Also, the basic salary should be enough to live
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on without taking overtime and there should be free medical
treatment for workers in the case of an emergency. They should be
allowed [sick] leave without any reductions in their salaries”

There are no clear regulations regarding minimum salaries and
the workers want their wages to be raised to cover the increased
cost of goods and commodities. The solution would be to hold
discussions between employers and the workers to reach
compromises over wages. There are no prescribed rules on the
amount of salary to be paid in privately owned factories or
enterprises, so the Ministry of Labour or labor organizations
cannot step in over salary demands at privately owned enterprises.
Though the government tried to raise the minimum wage to 3,600
kyats per day employers organisations decided to ignore the
government and also refused to pay workers a higher rate for
working on Sundays and public holidays.

If strikes happen when a factory is trying to fill an important
export order management usually meet most of the workers’
demands to quickly stop the strike and ensure that the order gets
completed on time. However, after an agreement has been reached
and the workers have returned to work management will often
make the workers who led the strike redundant and give them
severance pay, just to get rid of them. Making those workers
redundant upsets the remaining workers and leads to increased
tensions between management and workers and then to further
strikes and industrial action.



CONCLUSIONS

The employers’ emphasis is on profits, not the welfare of workers.
Most domestic and foreign investors rely on a cheap labor force to
produce their products and make a profit. They are always trying
to reduce production costs and maximise their profits, which
means that they try to exploit the workers. They are unable to
demand and receive higher wages and have to put up with the
poor wages offered by employers because at present the
unemployment rate is quite high.

Ever since the industrial revolution employers have tried to
maximise their profits by exploiting workers and this still
frequently happens in less developed countries and the more the
employers do this the greater the conflict between them and the
workers.

The major areas of conflict at the observed factories were
employers expecting workers to work for too long, bad
management, unfair rules, management discriminating against
certain workers and employment law being ignored. These are
serious conflicts that could affect the stability of the country.

Based on observation and analysis the main reason people migrate
from their villages to industrial zones or abroad is in search of a
decent life and a better standard of living. Other factors, such as
low chances of employment and salaries in their home villages or
a family financial crisis also influence people’s decisions as to
whether to migrate for work.
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Suggestions arising from this research are:

« For the government to provide a solid infrastructure for both
investors and workers, negotiate minimum wages, set up social
welfare schemes and ensure that workers are given their rights.

« For employers and workers to have an effective industrial
relationship with transparency, fairness and the permitted
participation of labor unions.

« For the private sector, civil society and labor unions to encourage
reform of employment laws, effective labor welfare and a special
program for workers in industries with low wages.
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LIVES OF MIGRANT FACTORY
WORKERS FROM RURAL AREAS

Political, Social, and Economic Lives of Migrant Workers
in the Hlaing Tha Yar Industrial Zone

In the past five years, Myanmar’s economy and industrial sector have experienced signifi-
cant development, which has pushed rural workforces into urban industries. Workers mi-
grating from rural to urban areas in Myanmar cope with livelihood changes and adapt
to urbanization and working in unfamiliar industrial settings, where they face a different
working environment and hardships.

The purpose of this research is to better understand the livelihoods of such migrant work-
ers in Yangon’s industrial zones and to assess how they adapt and survive in their new envi-
ronment, their relationships with local inhabitants, work, unions, and their families during
a period of great economic, social and political transformation in Myanmar. It looks at how
these issues impact industrial productivity and workers’ human rights.

The changes in livelihood of migrants from rural areas when they move to work in factories
in industrial zones is investigated in this volume by analysis of these above aspects of their
lives while looking at how they can improve their livelihoods, social relations, and labor
rights in the context of Myanmar’s contemporary labor laws and the economic, social and
political factors that drive workers to migrate from rural to urban industrial areas.
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