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On the production line of a Disney supplier in Dongguan.  

 

In the run-up to Christmas, toys are popular gifts for children. While toys bring joy to children, 

and while toy companies feast on their profits, let us not forget that toy workers in China, who 

make over 70% of the world’s toys, continue to toil in coastal sweatshops miles away from their 

family members in inland provinces.    

 

In Guangdong province, where 70% of China’s toys are exported, migrant workers’ basic salary 

is around CNY 850-1320 (USD 134-208
1
), actually the same as the statutory local minimum 

wage. And the minimum wage is barely enough for self-subsistence. Restricted by the meager 

pay, workers have to leave their children behind in their hometowns where they can only visit 

once a year during Chinese New Year, and for this family reunion, they cannot afford to buy what 

they produce as gifts for their children - not a Mattel’s Hot Wheels toy car, not a Disney 

storybook. The hardship of the workers is a consequence of the squeezing unit price in the global 

supply chain.   

 

Rampant Labour Rights Violations in ICTI-certified Factories 
Students & Scholars Against Corporate Misbehaviour (SACOM) has been monitoring the 

working conditions in toy industry in China since 2005 and has sadly seen little real improvement 

in working conditions of the toy workers. In 2011 summer, SACOM investigated 3 toy factories,

                                                 
1 Exchange rate at USD 1=CNY 6.36.  
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namely Dongguan On Tai Toys Co. Ltd., Sturdy Products Factory and Hung Hing Printing Group 

Ltd., which are suppliers to renowned global companies, including Disney, Mattel, Lego, 

McDonald’s, Marks and Spencer, and Walmart. All 3 factories have been certified by the ICTI 

CARE for several years already, however, after all the years of monitoring by the ICTI CARE, 

they are still violating fundamental labour rights. The ICTI CARE, again, has proved itself to be 

just a cover-up scheme for big companies’ exploitation of workers in China. The followings are 

some examples of labour rights abuses in On Tai, Sturdy Products and Hung Hing:   

- work excessive overtime work up to 140 overtime hours a month, about 4 times the legal 

limit;  

- wage always paid in arrears; 

- denial of a copy of labour contract; 

- denial of personal protective equipment and training leading to cases of occupational diseases 

and fatal accidents; 

- illegal wage payment to workers under medical treatment for occupational diseases; 

- denial of social insurance benefits; 

- child workers in summer time;  

- no fire drill;   

- denial of workers’ right to freedom of association;  

- harsh discipline and various arbitrary fines;  

- unhygienic food where insects are found in the dish; and  

- dirty dormitory frequented by rats.  

 

ICTI CARE Makes Money by Helping Global Companies to Cover Rights Violations 
ICTI CARE alleges that it aims to ensure safe and humane workplace environments for toy 

factory workers worldwide. Factories which pay various fees to the ICTI CARE and pass its 

audits are certified as decent factories with good labour practices. The charges are all levied on 

factories and not a single dime is required from the global brands and retailers which make it 

compulsory for their supplier factories to enrol in the ICTI CARE.  

 

By making labour monitoring a free service for global brands, ICTI CARE has drawn support of 

780 toy brands and companies worldwide, such as Mattel, Hasbro, Lego, Disney, Walmart, Toys 

R Us, Marks & Spencer, which agrees with the ICTI CARE that all their toy suppliers must be 

certified by the ICTI CARE. According to the ICTI CARE website, over 2420 factories have 

enrolled in the ICTI CARE Process in November 2011, representing a workforce of about 1.7 

million.
2
  

 

Why so many global toy brands and retailers join ICTI CARE?  The reasons are simple: 

- It is free service. Not a single dime is charged to buying companies. No cost at all for toy 

brands and retailers.   

- It is cost-saving. By putting the monitoring work to ICTI CARE, companies save time and 

efforts, and staff costs, because they do not need to monitor the toy supply chain by 

themselves. 

- It is a risk-sharing mechanism. The more companies join, the easier it is for companies to 

comfort itself that others also have the same problems.    

- It is a responsibility-shirking mechanism. When labour violations are exposed, brands and 

retailers can conveniently shirks its responsibility since they passed their labour monitoring 

work to the ICTI CARE. 

                                                 
2
 See SACOM’s report, titled ICTI CARE Makes Big Money while Workers Continue to Suffer, released on 

8 February 2011, http://sacom.hk/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/20110208_icti-care-makes-big-money-
while-workers-continue-to-suffer.pdf  
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- It covers up the labour rights violations for companies. The ICTI CARE is designed to be a 

non-transparent and secret-keeping mechanism. It has no accountability to the public, 

workers or civil society. It does not release any findings of labour rights violations in any 

company’s supply chain or in the global industry in general.  

- It does not aim for structural change. Taking the squeezing purchasing model of the toy 

companies is a root cause of the labour rights violations. The ICTI CARE has never 

demanded the toy companies to raise the unit price when placing order.   

 

Labour Exploitations in the Global Supply Chain  
Labour rights violations are rampant and these will not be eradicated by audits alone. While toy 

factories are primary labour rights violators, global toy brands and retailers are also accomplices 

and in many cases the driving forces behind. Production for most types of toys is not high-end 

and profit margins are tight. When factories race to the bottom to win contracts from brands and 

retailers, workers at the bottom of the production chain suffer most.  

 

In spite of the gloomy global economy, toy production in China has recorded continuous increase. 

The first 7 months in 2011 saw an over 10% increase in export value of China-made toys, 

reaching USD 5.24 billion from the year before.
3
 In October alone, there is a 17.8% increase of 

export from the same period last year. In 2010, China’s toy exports reached USD 10.08 billion, 

up 29.4% from 2009.4 This illustrates that the toy industry is not badly hit by the financial crisis. 

Nevertheless, the workers cannot share the revenue of the toy companies. And statistics from 

the Ministry of Commerce of China indicate that the average unit price of the export toys 

was USD 0.65 in 2010. The unit price further diminished to USD 0.52 from January to July 
in 2011.

5
 The labour cost is just a small part of it. Only when the brands raise the unit price when 

they place order, the structural improvement in the toy manufacturing industry will be possible.  

 

SACOM’s Demands to Toy Brands and Retailers 
SACOM used to have high expectations on the ICTI CARE Process to effectively monitor the 

working conditions in the global toy industry, eradicate unfair practices and basic violations, and 

carry out structural reform in the toy industry. Disappointingly, after repeated investigations, 

SACOM is convinced that ICTI CARE survives and feasts on its continued tolerance to the 

rampant labour rights violations in the toy industry. SACOM calls on all toy brands and retailers 

with commitment to uphold labour rights to: 

- disengage with the ICTI CARE Process and take up the responsibility to monitor working 

conditions in their own  supply chain; 

- join together to establish a new and genuine multi-stakeholder initiative for the global toy 

industry, with participation form toy brand and retailers, manufacturers, labour rights 

organizations like unions and labour NGOs, as well as academics;    

- reform the purchasing model by increasing unit prices and prolonging delivery time, with a 

view to enabling workers to receive a living wage and have a social life; 

- facilitate formation of genuine trade unions or other worker representation mechanisms in 

factories; 

                                                 
3 Monthly Statistics of Export of China– Toys (Jul 2011), Ministry of Commerce of China, p.1, the report is available 

on China Chamber of Commerce for Import and Export of Light Industrial Products and Arts-Craft’s website (in 

Chinese),  

http://www.cccla.org.cn/FileUpLoad/ElectronPublication/PDF/2011%E5%B9%B407%E6%9C%88%E7%8E%A9%E5

%85%B7%E5%87%BA%E5%8F%A3%E7%BB%9F%E8%AE%A1%E6%8A%A5%E5%91%8A.pdf. 
4 For China’s toy export figures, visit website of China Toy and Juvenile Products Association 
http://www.toy-cta.org/hyfx/index.asp?dx=fx  
5 Monthly Statistics of Export of China– Toys (Jul 2011), Ministry of Commerce of China, p.1. 
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- rectify the labour rights violations found in their suppliers and ensure remedies are provided 

to the wronged workers; and  

- be accountable to the public and regular provide information to consumers about the labour 

rights conditions in the supply chain.  

 

 
Contact Persons 
CHAN Sze Wan, Debby 

Project Officer 

Email: debby@sacom.hk 

Tel: +852 6756 8964 or +852 2392 5464 

 

Cheng Yi Yi 

Project Officer 

Email: yycheng@sacom.hk 

Tel: +852 2392 5464 or +852 6012 0312 
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Case Study 1: Dongguan On Tai Toys Co. Ltd. 
 

 
 

Dongguan On Tai Toys Co. Ltd. a Hong Kong-owned factory which produces plastic toys. It was 

established in 1999 and is located in Dongguan, China. Its clients include Disney, Jakks Pacifics 

and Kids-II, etc. The workforce in On Tai is about 1500. Almost all of them are migrant workers 

from inland provinces such as Henan, Sichuan, Guizhou and Guangxi. Majority of workers are 

30-50 years old. In summer 2011, it hired about 300 temporary workers who are mostly students.  

 

Address: No.18, Baida Industrial City, Baiguodong District, Zhangmutou Town, 
Dongguan City, Guangdong Province, China 

Telephone no.: + 86 769 8779 0368 
Fax no.: + 86 769 8779 1971 
Estimated workforce: 1500 
Clients: Disney, Jakks Pacific, Kids-II and Max Force, etc. 
Products: Plastic toys 

 

The factory has been certified by ICTI CARE since 2004 since the organization was established.  

Its seal no. C0045 is still valid and it has recently renewed its certification in April 2011.  

Disappointingly, a wide range of labour rights violations and abuses are found in the factory:  

- workers are denied of a copy of labour contract; 

- wages are paid one month in arrears;  

- excessive overtime in peak season, overtime work was up to 140 hours per month which is 

almost 4 times of the legal limit; 

- thinner is stored in water bottle without label. Workers do not know the substance in the 

chemicals in use and personal protective equipment is inadequate; 

- workers are burnt by the soldering iron due to lack of personal protective equipment; 

- some workers are not covered by social insurance;  

- access to hot water is limited in the dormitory; and  

- punitive fines for going to toilet without an “off-duty permit” or talking with colleagues.  
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Research Methodology 
A SACOM researcher worked in On Tai as a production worker for 3 weeks in August 2011. In-

depth interviews were conducted inside the factory and dormitory. Parallel to the participatory 

research inside the factory, other SACOM researchers conducted off-site interviews near to the 

factory in August and October. About 15 workers responded.   

 

 

Findings 
As On Tai has joined the ICTI 

CARE for 7 years already, since 

2004, and must have been audited 

many times by ICTI CARE 

already,   SACOM expected a 

satisfactory level of compliance in 

On Tai. However, findings 

alarmed SACOM that blatant 

labour rights violations are still 

easily found.   

  

Contract 
Workers are asked to sign 2 

copies of a labour contract in the 

first month of the employment. 

The Labour Contract Law 

stipulates that worker should hold one copy of the contract (article 16). However, workers do not 

receive a copy of it. Labour contract includes the terms of employment and is an essential 

evidence to testify employment relationship when there is any labour dispute. On Tai asks the 

workers to sign 2 copies of the contract means it knows about the legal requirement, but 

deliberately deprives the right of the workers.  

 

Wages 
The minimum wage in Dongguan is CNY 1100 per month. The hourly wage is CNY 6.32 and 

overtime premiums on weekdays and weekends are CNY 9.48 and CNY 12.64 respectively.  The 

factory pays the wage level according to the local legal minimum requirements, and workers have 

to do overtime to make their living.   

 

In the peak season, from June to September, workers have more overtime work. The monthly 

wage of workers can reach CNY 2500-2700. After deducting the payment for food and water and 

electricity charge in dormitory, workers only get CNY 2200-2400. In the low season, workers can 

only receive CNY 1300-1400, which is barely enough for basic needs.  

 

Workers can only receive salary on 28th of the following month. That means the wages are paid 

one month in arrears. It is a breach of article 50 of the Labour Law which provides that wages 

should be paid on a monthly basis and could not be delayed without reason.  

 

Working hour 
During the peak season, workers usually start working at 08:00 and get off work at 22:00. There 

are 2 meal breaks in between which are unpaid. The working hour is about 11 hours and 40 

minutes on weekdays. In some occasions, workers have to stay on the shop floor until midnight. 

Workers usually have to work 6 days a week, but when production is busy, workers have to work 

 
Production unit of On Tai.  
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consecutively without one rest day in a week. In the first week of August, a SACOM researcher 

worked for 13 days consecutively.   

 

A typical day in On Tai in the peak season: 
08:00 Work shift begins 
11:45 Lunch break 
13:20 Work shift resumes 
17:45 Dinner break 
18:30 Overtime shift begins 
22:00 Overtime shift ends  

 
On the top of 174 hours for the regular shift per month, most of the workers have over 120 hours 

overtime in the peak season. An assembly line worker showed her pay slip to a SACOM 

researcher and it showed that her overtime hours were over 140 hours in June. The Labour Law 

limits monthly overtime to 36 hours (article 41). In other words, overtime work in On Tai is 3-4 

times of the legal requirement.  

 

Occupational health and safety 
Assembly line workers usually use paint for refinement and use thinner for removing stains on the 

products. Sometimes, they also use “cleaning solvents” and glue. There is no information 

regarding the types or the nature of the chemicals used. Astonishingly, the factory also puts the 

thinner in water bottles without putting any labels on them. It is very likely that workers may 

misidentify the thinner as distilled water. Some workers said that the smell of chemicals made 

them feel uncomfortable. Although personal protective equipments, like masks and gloves, are 

provided, the managers do not require workers to wear them and workers also do not like to wear 

them because of the high temperature on the shop floor. Also, many workers said that putting on 

gloves would slow down their productivity.  Sometimes, workers have to use a hair dryer to dry 

the excessive glue on the products. Electric shock often occurs. Workers repeatedly request 

supervisors to replace the old and dangerous hair dryers. Yet, supervisors ignored their grievances. 

  
A worker fills the thinner in a water bottle. There is 
no label to indicate it is a bottle of chemical. 

An unsafe hair dryer which hurts a number of 
workers. 



 8 

Workers who operate soldering iron are not provided with any protective equipment and are 

always scalded by the tool. Furthermore, in the plastic injection department, the odour of plastic 

is strong. Anyone can smell the irritating chemicals just walking by the department.  

 

Employers are obliged to ensure work safety the Law of the Prevention and Treatment of 

Occupational Diseases spells out the obligations of the employer in ensuring work safety. In On 

Tai, there are a wide range of violations on work safety. Article 20 of the law on occupational 

diseases states that employer must adopt preventive measures to prevent occupational diseases, 

and that there must be clear indication of chemicals used in the workplace, including the 

ingredients and potential hazards of the chemicals. Furthermore, there should be emergency 

instructions in case workers are accidentally exposed to the chemicals (article 26). The law also 

requires employer to deliver trainings to workers before they take up the position (article 31).  

 

Workers suffer from occupational diseases are vulnerable. Unlike industrial injuries which are 

visible, workers are always unaware of occupational diseases. When they fall ill, they may think 

that their health deteriorates because of exhaustion or aging. It is always difficult for workers to 

demand compensation from the employer even if they are poisoned. Therefore, the prevention of 

occupational diseases is foremost important. Disappointingly, On Tai does not care about the 

occupational health and safety in the factory.  

 

Management 
The production target increases gradually. If workers have finished the set target, it will be 

increased on the other day. Workers have to work faster and faster to finish the quota. Some 

supervisors always yell at the workers to make them work faster. Some supervisors who are tough 

do not allow workers to talk with each other or use their cell phone during work.  Fines of CNY 

50 will be imposed. In case workers need a toilet break, they have to get an off-duty permit.  

Without the permit, workers will be fined for CNY 20-50. Moreover, being late for a minute will 

be fined for CNY 10. And a worker who does not go to work without official permission is 

considered to have a work stoppage. And the factory will deduct 3-day salary from the worker 

concerned.   

 

Social insurance 
Although social insurance is mandatory according to article 3 of the Labour Law, many workers 

are not covered. This is particularly so for the pension insurance.  Most of the migrant workers do 

not have a high salary, pension is 

an important protection for them 

after retirement. However, most 

of the interviewees are not insured.  

 

Food and accommodation  
Workers have to pay CNY 270 

per month for eating in the factory 

canteen. Most of the interviewees 

are discontented with the quality 

of food. They grumbled that the 

porridge was made from the 

leftover rice of the day before and 

the noodle was tasteless as if it 

was cooked with water only. In 

addition, hygiene in the canteen is 
 

Canteen in On Tai. 
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unacceptable. Sometimes, workers find hair in the dishes. Even worse, workers can find ants, flies 

and caterpillars from the food.   

 

Workers have to pay for the water and electricity of the dormitory. The amount is about CNY 75 

per month which is more than one day’s basic salary.  The space of each room in the dormitory is 

about 20 square meters. There are 6 double-deck beds which can accommodate 12 persons. 

Usually, 8-10 workers live in a room. No locker is available. Workers usually place their personal 

belongings in the free bed-space. Although there are two fans in each room, temperature in the 

room is still very high during summer. In the bathroom, access to hot water is limited. Workers 

cannot recharge their cell phones in the dormitory room. They must do it in the television room. 

Many workers feel it is inconvenient. Hygiene in the dormitory is terrible. The toilet is outside the 

dormitory room and is shared by dozens of workers. And the rubbish bins are inadequate. Many 

workers throw the rubbish to the street. Rats and insects are frequent occupants in the surrounding 

of the dormitory.  

 

  
Interior of a male dormitory room. Surroundings of the dormitory.  

 

Fire drill 
None of the respondents have experienced a fire drill. A number of fire extinguishers are found in 

the factory, but many of them are expired.  

 

ICTI CARE and factory inspections 
Researchers show the ICTI CARE’s ‘What You Should Know’ Card to workers through off-site 

interview, none of the respondents have seen the card or heard about ICTI CARE. Many workers 

do not care about the factory inspections, they do not trust there are real improvements after the 

audits.  
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On Tai enrolled in the ICTI CARE Process since 2004 and its certificate was again renewed in April 2011.  

 

Conclusion 
Since its enrollment in the ICTI CARE Process in 2004, On Tai have been audited many times 

already. However, after all these years in the process, rights violations like copy of contract, 

excessive hours, social insurance, health and safety, etc, are still easily found in On Tai.  

SACOM’s findings prove that the ICTI CARE certification scheme is impotent in understanding 

the real situation in the factory to make real improvement possible. Workers tell SACOM 

researchers that the clients are mainly concerned about the quality and productivity of products 

rather than workers’ well-being. While young workers may change jobs for better working 

conditions, middle-aged workers are more vulnerable because they are less competitive than 

young workers in the labour market. As such, most of them tend to endure the bad working 

conditions, including the harm of constant exposure to chemicals. Clients of On Tai, including 

Disney, must take immediate actions to improve the working conditions in On Tai and raise the 

unit price to enable a living wage for workers.  
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Case Study 2: Sturdy Products Factory 
 

 
 

Winson Plastic Manufactory Limited was established in Hong Kong in 1970s. Its headquarters 

are in Hong Kong and there are two production facilities in Shenzhen known as Sturdy Products. 

One of the factories is situated in Sanwai village and another is located in Caowei community. It 

is estimated that these two factories together have a workforce of 6000 workers. The company 

specializes in die-cast toy cars production, such as Hot Wheels of Mattel and Cars of Disney. 

According to some interviewees, Mattel is a major client and it has representatives stationed in 

the factory to examine the quality of products. It is evident that Mattel knows the working 

conditions well but does not have commitment to rectify the rights violations. 

 
Address: Sanwei Village, Xixiang Sub-district, Baoan District, Shenzhen, China 
Telephone no.: + 86 755 2977 1288 
Fax no.: +86 755 2749 4854 
Email:  info@winsonplastic.com 
Website: http://www.winsonplastic.com 
Estimated workforce: 3000 
Clients: Mattel, Disney and Walmart 
Products: Die-cast toy cars  

 

In 2007, SACOM issued a report, titled Walmart’s Sweatshop Monitoring Fails to Catch 

Violations: The Story of Toys Made in China for Walmart, which documented the labour rights 

abuses in Sturdy Products and other suppliers to Walmart. SACOM highlighted the issues of 

Sturdy Products, including excessive overtime up to 4 hours per day, unsafe working environment, 

denial of social insurance, and repression of freedom of association.   

 

In May 2011, a female worker Hu Nian-zhen committed suicide in Sturdy Products Factory. 

According to Ms. Hu’s son-in-law, the victim was often berated by the management because she 

was not efficient enough. Ms. Hu was ordered by the management not to go to work for a few 

days which was considered as a punishment. On the same day, Ms. Hu jumped from a building in 

the factory compound. Meanwhile, SACOM noticed that there were 2 workers suffered from 

occupational diseases for using glue in the factory. Therefore, SACOM decided to review the 

working conditions in the factory.  



 12 

Sturdy Products joined the ICTI CARE 

Process since 2006 and its certificate was last 

renewed in May 2011 (seal no.: C0283). After 

5 years in the ICTI CARE Process, it is very 

disappointing that no significant improvement 

is observed in the factory in the past few years.  

A host of labour rights violations are still 

found: 

- the monthly overtime is up to 120 hours 

which is more than 3 times of the legal 

limit; 

- 2 female workers are diagnosed with 

occupational diseases due to exposure to 

chloroform. The factory does not pay the 

full salary to the workers in line with the 

legal standard during the medical 

treatment period;  

- workers do not know what kind of chemicals they use;  

- most of the workers do not participate in the pension scheme;  

- arbitrary fines; 

- 3 child labour were found in summer; and  

- workers are paid to tell lies to deceive auditors during factory inspection.  

 

 

Research Methodology 
In June 2011, SACOM conducted off-site interview in Sturdy Products Factory in Sanwai village. 

A number of senior workers complained about the poor working conditions in the factory. This 

echoed with the accusation of Ms. Hu’s family about the harsh management methodology in the 

factory. In August, a SACOM researcher applied for a job in the factory to have more in-depth 

investigation inside the factory. And there are 2 rounds of interview outside the factory carried 

out in late August and early November to verify the findings. About 45 workers responded. 

Furthermore, researchers also interviewed a poisoned worker who is receiving treatment in the 

Hospital for Occupational Disease Prevention and Treatment in Shenzhen.   

 

 

Findings  

The suicide case and poisonings triggered SACOM’s investigation on working conditions in 

Sturdy Products. The followings are the key findings of SACOM’s research.  

 
Wage  
The basic salary of production workers in Sturdy Product is CNY 1320 which is the same as the 

minimum wage of Shenzhen. Regardless of the seniority of workers, the basic wage is at the same 

level.  The factory adopts a 6-day work week. The regular shift lasts for 6.67 hours per day. This 

implies workers earn less from the overtime premium.  

 

On the job advertisement at the entrance of the factory, it states workers salary can reach CNY 

2500-2800 which implies the overtime work is around 120 hours. In the peak season, workers can 

earn CNY 2500-2600 per month. Nonetheless, in the low season, workers earn less than CNY 

1500. A pay slip is given to the workers. A few interviewees complained they were underpaid 

because of mistake on pay slip. A worker has requested the human resources department to return 

 
Sturdy Products declares it is a manufacturer of 
Mattel and Disney toys.  
Source: Sturdy Products website.  
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the deducted wages. The office 

staff had promised to return the 

wage to her but denied there was a 

mistake later.   

 

The factory pays the last month 

salary to workers on 22nd. The 

delay of payment constitutes a 

breach of article 50 of the Labour 

Law.  

 

Working hours 
SACOM documented the problem 

of excessive overtime in Sturdy 

Products in 2007. The monthly 

overtime was 90-114 hours in the 

peak season. There is no 

significant improvement.   

 

In the peak season, workers have 

to work 11-12 hours a day, from 

08:00 to 21:30, with 2 meal 

breaks in between. And workers 

have to work 6 days a week. The 

monthly overtime is 100-120 

hours which triples the legal limit. 

All the new workers are given no 

choice but to sign a statement to 

declare that they agree to working 

overtime in excess of the 36-hour 

legal limit. However, the 

statement does not waive the 

factory’s responsibility in 

complying with the law.  

 

Occupational health and safety 

The labour laws require work 

units to adopt measures to protect workers from occupational hazards, including provision of 

training, indication of the harm of the chemicals, delivery of personal protective equipment. 

Sturdy Products does not fulfil its obligations on work safety.  

 

In July 2010, at least 2 female workers were diagnosed with occupational diseases due to 

exposure to chloroform when using “Glue 572” to weld the toy components. They were poisoned 

after joining the factory for less than 2 months. As of November 2011, they are still hospitalized 

in the Hospital for Occupational Disease Prevention and Treatment in Shenzhen. Article 31 of the 

Regulation on Work-related Injury Insurance stipulates that the wage and benefits of the worker 

should be the same during the medical treatment period. And article 61 further spells out the wage 

should be the average of the worker’s salary in the past 12 months. However, the factory only 

pays the basic salary to workers. Additionally, another female worker also suffered from 

leukemia and it might be related to the constant exposure to chemicals. However, the worker has 

resigned from the factory and is out of reach.  

 

 
Up:  Job advertisement of Sturdy Products. It states the factory 
adopts a 6-day workweek. 
Down: All new workers have to sign the additional agreement to 
agree to working overtime time exceeding legal limits.  
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After the poisonings, the factory shows no commitment to review its policy on occupational 

health and safety to comply with the legal standards.  From the three rounds of offsite interviews 

conducted from June to November, workers do not have knowledge about what kind of chemicals 

they use. Workers can only tell the nicknames of the solvents in use, such as, “surface-cleaning 

water” and “paint diluting water”.  There is also no label to tell the ingredients and potential 

hazards of the chemicals. Workers in the plastic injection department and the paint spraying 

department said that ventilation in the department was poor. The odour of plastic and paint is 

strong. Workers are provided with surgical masks, but the masks concerned are not effective in 

protecting workers from chemical exposure.   

 

Management 
A number of interviewees have heard about the suicide of Ms. Hu Nian-zhen and expressed 

sympathy to her. On the production lines, some of the supervisors are gentle. However, some 

others are fierce. Workers must concentrate on their work at every moment. Supervisors will yell 

at them if they are not efficient enough. In case there is any mistake, the worker will be scolded 

and given a warning. If there is another mistake, fine will be imposed. Workers in the plastic 

injection department have more grievances on harsh working environment. A few male middle-

aged workers confided in researchers that the working conditions were harsh but they were less 

competitive than the young workers in the labour market. Therefore, they can only endure the 

hardship and continue to work in the factory. One third of the interviewees who work in the 

plastic injection department told there was a fine system on the shop floor. In case workers could 

not finish the production target, the management will threat to impose fines on them.  Fines are 

arbitrary, usually CNY 10-20.  

 

Social insurance 
All employees should have social insurance benefits as required by laws. In 2005, none of the 

respondents had pension and medical insurance. Six years on, most of the respondents still do not 

have pension even though it is mandatory. A female interviewee has applied to join the pension 

scheme in early this year. After 3 months, she did not hear any response from the factory and 

there was no deduction for pension from her salary.   

 

Student workers and child labour  
In summer, Sturdy Products cooperated with vocational schools and hired students to work in the 

factory as temporary workers. Some student workers estimated that there were more than 1000 

student workers recruited by the factory. At the same time, some individual students also applied 

jobs in the factory. A SACOM researcher met a 14-year-old child worker. The boy came with 2 

other classmates to work in the factory. Another male student worker introduced 2 friends of him 

to the researcher. Both of them were only 15 years old. A few senior interviewees said that use of 

child labour is not unusual during summer time. In spite of the measures to prevent child labour 

in the factory, the findings of SACOM reflect there are loopholes in the system.  

 

Food and dormitory 
There are 2 canteens in the factory. One is for the management and the other is for the production 

workers. Production workers pay CNY 5 for each meal. If the workers have 2 meals in the factory, 

they have to pay about CNY 260 per month. Many workers do not eat in the factory because the 

quality of food is bad and it is over-crowded.  

 

Dormitory is free of charge, but workers have to pay CNY 30-50 per month for water and 

electricity. Each room can accommodate 10 workers. There are 2 electric fans and some lockers 

provided to workers. Most of the workers place their personal belongings on the bed-space 

because locks of the lockers usually do not work. There is a toilet and a bathroom inside each 
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room. Hot water is not 

available in the room. Workers 

have to collect hot water on the 

first, third or fifth floor of the 

dormitory building. Even so, 

the access to hot water is 

limited.  

 

Factory audit 

Workers have been trained to 

give false statement about the 

working conditions. A number 

of interviewees said that if the 

selected workers give answers 

favourable to the factory, each 

of them would get a reward of 

CNY 50. Workers have seen many audits and have not seen real improvements. They have 

learned not to believe in factory audits. Therefore, they prefer to lie and receive the rewards from 

the company.  

 

Trade union 
In 2005, over 200 workers signed a petition to demand establishment of a union in the factory. 

The organisers were retaliated and dismissed. This was a blatant violation of the freedom of 

association. A year after the ruthless crackdown on the union, the company set up a union. 

Nonetheless, most workers do not know about the union. Some workers even misunderstood 

SACOM researchers’ question and misunderstood that ICTI CARE was the trade union in the 

factory. It shows that union does not play a role in serving the workers, not to say to defend their 

rights.  

 

ICTI CARE 
Overwhelming majority of the interviewees carry a “What You Should Know” Card issued by 

ICTI CARE. Many of them do not comprehend items listed on the card and do not trust the 

hotline can help them. A respondent even disclosed that workers would be fined at CNY 10 for 

losing the card.  

 

 

Conclusion 
Mattel is the major client of Sturdy Products which is certified by the ICTI CARE. The company 

even have regular access to production lines in order to check the quality of products. A host of 

labour rights violations prove the weak enforcement of Mattel’s code of conduct and failure of the 

ICTI CARE Process. Among its various labour rights violations, the infringement in occupational 

health and safety is the most disturbing. It is outrageous that Mattel, the ICTI CARE and Sturdy 

Products have not learned a lesson from the poisoning cases. No significant remedial action has 

been taken to protect workers from occupational hazards in plastic injection, paint spraying and 

assembly department. Furthermore, the problem of excessive overtime has not been addressed by 

the companies. In peak season, about half of a worker’s salary is from overtime premiums. Mattel 

must increase the unit price to provide a living wage to the workers. Equally important, Mattel 

should work with the manufacturer to set up a genuine union for the protection of labour rights. 

Mattel must learn to make genuine improvement in the factory and rebuild workers’ trust in its 

monitoring practices, otherwise factory inspections are a waste of time as workers would rather 

lie to auditors.   

 
Exterior of the dormitory building.   
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Case Study 3: Hung Hing Printing Group Limited 
 

 
 

Hung Hing Printing Group Limited is a listed company on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange 

(SEHK: 450). It is a well-established printing company which employs about 17000 workers in 

China. Besides the headquarters in Hong Kong, it has 5 production facilities in Mainland China. 

In 2005, SACOM issued an investigative report, titled Looking for Mickey Mouse’s Conscience - 

A Survey of the Working Condition of Disney’s Supplier Factories, of which Hung Hing was one 

of the case studies. At that time, the number of industrial injuries in Hung Hing was shocking.   

Local authorities in Baoan District also reprimanded Hung Hing for the high number of industrial 

injuries. This research aims to review the working conditions in Hung Hing.  

 
Address: Cuigang Indudstrial Zone, Huaide, Fuyong Town, Baoan District, 

Shenzhen, China 
Telephone no.: +86 755 2828 2288 
Fax no.: +86 755 2739 6373 
Email:  info@hunghingprinting.com 
Website: http://www.hhop.com.hk 
Estimated workforce: 6000 
Clients: Disney, Lego, McMillan, Marks & Spencer, McDonald’s and Hit 

Entertainment, etc. 
Products: Children’s books and paper boxes 

 

The factory enrolled into the ICTI CARE Process since 2004 when the ICTI CARE was 

established. Its ICTI certificate was last renewed in December 2011 (seal no.: C0054). It is 

disappointing that after 7 years in the ICTI CARE Process, there was only a little improvement - 

probably because of exposure by SACOM and the media and involvement of local government 

authorities rather than the ICTI CARE Process.   

 

The followings are examples of the current non-compliances in the factory:  

- withholding wages for 22 days;  

- workers do not know the unit price when producing the products:  

- monthly overtime is about 80-100 hours in peak season, which is 2-3 times of the legal limit;   
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- at least 15 cases of industrial injury were documented in the first 9 months of 2011 and 

machines are not equipped with safety devices. A worker died from industrial accident in 

2010;  

- workers do not know the ingredients of chemicals they use because of a lack of training and 

indication on the bottles. Workers are not provided with effective protective equipments; 

- hot water is not available in dormitory bathroom; and  

- committee members of the trade union are hand-picked by the management. 

 

 

Research Methodology 
Hung Hing has 2 plants in Shenzhen. A SACOM researcher applied for a job in the new plant of 

Hung Hing in August 2011 and spent 2 weeks for the action research inside the factory. Two 

rounds of off-site interviews were conducted in August and October to supplement the findings 

collected in the factory. About 25 workers responded.    

 

 

 

 

  

  
Products in Hung Hing.   
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Findings 
SACOM’s previous reports have pushed local government’s involvement in monitoring Hung 

Hing and this has led to some improvements in its working conditions. However, SACOM’s 

latest investigation still finds that Hung Hing fails to comply with some basic legal requirements 

in Shenzhen.  

 

Wage 
The minimum wage in Shenzhen is CNY 1320 per month. And the basic salary of the workers in 

Hung Hing is the same as the minimum wage. A few interviewees who have been working in the 

factory for over 3 years already also do not receive a higher basic salary. In the first week of 

employment, workers are paid by hourly rate. After one week, workers are paid by piece rate. If 

workers cannot reach the production target, they are given the hourly rate wage. The piece rate is 

not agreed upon production. Workers are usually informed by the management about the amount 

of piece rate 2-3 days after the production. In the peak season, when workers have a 10-hour work 

shift per day, workers can earn at least CNY 2500 per month. In the low season, the wage is less 

than CNY 2000. Workers can get a copy of pay slip.  

 

Workers usually receive the monthly salary around 17th of the following month. On contract, 

there is a clause states employee accept employer to pay salary of the previous month before 22nd. 

In other words, Hung Hing can withhold the wages of workers for 22 days.  

 

Working hours 

Between June and September is the peak season of Hung Hing. Workers usually have a 10-hour 

work shift per day and 6 days per week. The monthly overtime is about 80-100 hours which is 2-3 

times of the 36-hour legal limits. All workers have to sign a document to declare their agreement 

to overtime work beyond the 36-hour legal limit. It is evident that the factory comprehends the 

legal requirement. However, the document signed by workers which accepts to have more 

overtime work can never override the laws.  

 

There are thousands of workers in Hung Hing, workers are divided into 5 batches. For the first 

batch of workers, they start to work at 08:00. There is a 10-minute interval of working hour 

between each batch of workers. For the last batch of workers, their work shift begins at 08:30 and 

ends at 19:30. Besides lunch break, workers can have a 10-minitue break in the morning and in 

the afternoon respectively.   

 

Work schedule in Hung Hing in peak season: 
08:00 Work shift begins 
12:30 Lunch break 
13:30 Work shift resumes 
19:00 Work shift ends 

 

Occupational health and safety 
In 2004, authorities in Baoan District, Shenzhen stated Hung Hing was one of the 30 factories 

which had the highest number of industrial injury cases. Although Hung Hing has replaced some 

of the unsafe machines, the problem of industrial injuries remains disturbing. During SACOM’s 

investigation, workers told the number of injuries has decreased. Meanwhile, many of them still 

observed incident of industrial injuries from time to time. On 31 May 2010, a worker who 

handled the scrap paper died when operating the machine. His duty was putting the scrap paper 

into a machine to press them as square cubes. On that day, the machine was out of order, and the 

victim climbed to the top of the machine and checked what went wrong. He fell down into the 

machine and died. This reflected the training on work safety was insufficient.  
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During SACOM’s 

investigation, many senior 

workers can tell the industrial 

injuries which they heard or 

observed to the researcher. In 

2007, a female worker was 

injured by a book spine binding 

machine. The skin of the back 

of her hand was torn by the 

machine. Another accident 

occurred when a girl operated 

the same machine a year ago. 

Most workers do not have 

adequate  training before taking 

up the position. Supervisors 

usually instruct the new 

workers how to operate the 

machines and they have to do it 

themselves immediately. Many 

workers are exhausted as they 

have to stand during work and 

the books are heavy. Accidents 

may occur under the state of 

exhaustion. Machines are old 

and many do not have safety 

devices to stop operation to 

prevent accidents. It is a breach 

of article 21 of the Law on 

Work Safety which requires 

employers to ensure adequate 

trainings for workers before 

they start their work. Article 52 

of the Labour Law also 

stipulates that employer has to 

ensure effective systems are in place for work safety. From January to September 2011, there are 

at least 15 cases of industrial injuries documented. This does not reflected the actual number of 

cases because the minor cases are not reported to the authorities. A senior worker said that there 

were about 300 cases of industrial injury in the factory. A management confided in the workers 

that there has been a high number of accidents after the death case in the factory.  

 

In addition to the threat of industrial injuries, workers are exposed to risk of occupational diseases. 

Workers who operate the glue machines said that the odour of glue was strong and irritating. 

Some new workers suffer from skin allergy for contacting the glue and many workers resign 

within a few days. Although gloves are provided by the factory, workers are reluctant to wear 

them because they will be less efficient with the gloves. “Sometimes, the supervisors will ask us 

to put on gloves in order not to cause damage to the products,” a girl who works in the paper box 

department said. About one third of the interviewees from off-site interview said that they have to 

use “white petroleum” (In fact, the chemical is known as n-haptane). For example, the colour 

printing department workers always contact with chemicals like “white petroleum” and paint. 

They have no idea about the potential harm of the chemicals. There is no clear indication on the 

bottle of the chemicals according to interviewees.  

 

 
Production units in Hung Hing.   
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 “I put on a mask, it should be fine,” many workers have the same response. “White petroleum” is 

n-heptane which is a cleaning solvent. Constant exposure to n-heptane without adequate 

protection may cause nerve damage. The surgical masks provided by the factory are not effective 

to protect workers from chemicals. Hung Hing should explore alternatives to replace n-haptane 

and adopt measures, including ventilation system and effective protective equipment, to protect 

workers. Trainings on work safety should also be provided to workers to enable workers to 

understand the chemicals and how they can protect themselves.  

 

Management 

Workers are paid by piece rate 

and the more workers work the 

more money they make. 

Nevertheless, some supervisors 

still give pressure to push 

workers to work faster because 

supervisors can get 1.25 times of 

what the workers get.  

 

Attitudes of the management 

vary. “Some supervisors are nice, 

while some are fierce. I observe 

a supervisor pointed a finger at a 

worker when scolding her. 

Dozens of workers around could 

hear the content,” a female 

worker said. Production workers 

dare not argue with supervisor because they will receive a major demerit if they try to talk back to 

supervisors.  

 

In order to prevent thievery, workers are not 

encouraged to carry bags. Security guards 

check the bags workers carry with them.   

 

Many workers cannot endure the harsh work 

in Hung Hing and resign.   

 

Food and dormitory 
Food is free of charge in Hung Hing. Many 

workers grumble about the quality of food is 

deteriorating. The hygiene is not good. The 

factory also provides free accommodation for 

workers. A 15-square-meter room is shared by 

8 workers. There are 2 electric fans and 8 

shabby wooden lockers in the room. Other 

than that, there are no other facilities. There is 

a communal toilet and a bathroom on each 

floor. Dormitory is free of charge, but many 

workers prefer to live outside because of the 

rigid rules in the dorm. For example, after 

22:00, there is no water access in the toilet and 

bathroom. There is no water for flushing and 

 
Workers queue up to resign from the factory.  

 
Dormitory of Hung Hing.  
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washing hands. There is no hot water for shower. Workers have to collect hot water from another 

place and access is limited. Furthermore, workers do not hold a key of their rooms. They have to 

borrow a key from the housekeeper and return the key immediately after opening the door.  

    

Union 
Despite the existence of union in Hung Hing, the overwhelming majority of the respondents have 

no idea about the union. A few workers do know about the union, and they criticized that there is 

no participation of production workers. “The union is not independent. It is a union created and 

operated by the management,” a male worker from the colour printing department said.  He also 

said that the union committee members are all handpicked by the management. Apparently, the 

union is established as a window-dressing measure.   

 

ICTI CARE and code of conduct 
None of the interviewee has heard about ICTI CARE. Workers generally misunderstand that the 

code of conduct are a type of production procedure. Hung Hing is a supplier to many international 

brands, including Disney, Lego and McDonald’s. Regrettably, none of these brands have 

effectively communicated its code of conduct to workers.  

 

 
Hung Hing enrolled in the ICTI CARE Process since 2004 and its certificate was last renewed in December 
2010 
 
 
Conclusion 
Hung Hing was notorious for the high number of industrial injuries a few years ago. SACOM  

expected that the company should have learned the lesson and paid serious attention to ensure 

occupational health and safety of workers. However, Hung Hing’s safety measures still fall short 

of the legal requirement. Workers still do not have adequate safety training before taking up the 

post, and workers exposed to hazardous chemicals are not provided with effective protective 

equipments. Some machines still do not have safety devices to prevent accidents, and a worker 

died in an accident in 2010. Hung Hing and its clients including Disney must take immediate 

steps to remedy the problems.  

 

 

 

 

 


