China Labour Bulletin rejoinder to Volkswagen response on concerns about Changchun FAW-Volkswagen’s treatment of workers in China and recent arrests of worker representatives
Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited Volkswagen to respond to the following articles:
- "FAW-Volkswagen agency workers issue letter in German calling for accountability and solidarity", China Labour Bulletin, 19 Jul 2017: http://www.clb.org.hk/content/faw-volkswagen-agency-workers-issue-letter-german-calling-accountability-and-solidarity
- "Chinese Volkswagen workers call on German parent company to assume responsibility for violations", China Labour Bulletin, 13 Jul 2017: http://www.clb.org.hk/content/chinese-volkswagen-workers-call-german-parent-company-assume-responsibility-violations
Volkswagen sent the following rejoinder to the Resource Centre:
Reply from Volkswagen/8 August 2017
Volkswagen is making every effort to find a mutually acceptable solution, which is why FAW‑VW continues to maintain close contact with the subcontracted workers from the temporary employment agency. In general, the subcontracted workers are paid according to the same system used for the core workforce.  In addition, other offers have been made, such as taking the subcontracted workers onto the company payroll, in line with certain guidelines. FAW-VW will also be putting pressure on the temporary employment agency to improve the support they provide to their employees and their social security benefits, and to protect their rights.
In response to Volkswagen’s statement, China Labour Bulletin sent the following rejoinder to the Resource Centre:

“Volkswagen is making every effort to find a mutually acceptable solution” 
 

This is the latest of several statements by the company in which they promised to respond. The earliest known response came in March where Volkswagen promised "The Volkswagen Group China takes care of all employees of the Chinese workforce and will seriously deal with every employee-related question.” Thereafter, worker representatives reported being targeted at work with disciplinary measures like changing their workloads arbitrarily, police surveillance and harassment increased, and the company backed away from open negotiations with worker representatives and negotiated exclusively with the workers’ lawyer in private meetings; worker representative Fu Tianbo was the primary source of information, updating the workers on the meeting with the company - he has, of course, been arrested and is now in police custody, and workers have since had little transparency of the meetings held at the company.

 

So far there is very little evidence to support VW’s claims that it is making every effort. In fact, workers have been actively asking for VW, particularly VW international, to play a more active role in finding a mutually acceptable solution. VW could, for example, send a delegation from VW international to investigate the situation and report openly their findings. The record of events provided by workers themselves does not show that the company has made efforts to find a mutually acceptable solution between workers and VW. 

 

“which is why FAW‑VW continues to maintain close contact with the subcontracted workers from the temporary employment agency.”
 

One of the workers representatives, Fu Tianbo, is currently in police custody. He was arrested along with three other worker representatives in late May of this year. VW has yet to respond to this fact. 

 

VW is obliged to recognise the legitimacy of worker representatives and "respectively work together openly and in the spirit of constructive and co-operative conflict management” according to its own international standards set in its Global Framework Agreement. 

 

“In general, the subcontracted workers are paid according to the same system used for the core workforce.”
 

In their meetings with the company, worker representatives have repeatedly asked for the company to prove that full employees and subcontracted workers are paid by the same standards. Workers report that the company has refused to divulge the pay system on the grounds that it is a company secret.

 

VW’s claim that they are paid according to the same system is unsubstantiated; the burden of proof lies on the company to show that this is the case.

 

“In addition, other offers have been made, such as taking the subcontracted workers onto the company payroll, in line with certain guidelines.”
 

The workers have found the company’s offers to move onto the company payroll deeply dissatisfying.

 

First, VW has only made offers for some of the agency workers to move onto the company payroll, and does not address all of the agency workers involved in the case. 

 

Second, the offer has many conditions attached to it, like requiring workers to pass certain examinations before being allowed a full company job.

 

Third, of the full jobs that have been offered to workers, not all of them are at the Changchun plant. Many of them are at FAW-VW plants all across the country, some as far away as Guangzhou in the southern most part of China, far from Changchun in the northeast. This would, of course, would be extremely inconvenient for workers, especially those with family in Changchun, and is therefore unacceptable for most agency workers.

 

Lastly, the offer to become a full employee in the future does not at all address the central demand of the workers from the beginning of this dispute: workers demand that the company first address the years of unequal pay experienced by agency workers at FAW-VW. 

 

“FAW-VW will also be putting pressure on the temporary employment agency to improve the support they provide to their employees and their social security benefits, and to protect their rights.”
 

From the beginning of this case, the workers case has always been addressed to FAW-VW itself, and not their labour agencies. Placing blame on the labour agencies does not remove FAW-VW from the center of this dispute. 
To recap, the primary demand of workers is for FAW-VW to address years of unequal pay at the company. The primary responsibility of the company is to sit down with worker representatives to address this and other grievances. The most deeply troubling aspect of the company’s statement provided to Business and Human Rights is that it does not address the fact these worker representatives have been targeted, arrested, and that their main representative Fu Tianbo is still in police custody to this day; to our knowledge there has been no public statement regarding this extremely serious violation of labour rights and how it shatters the spirit of good faith bargaining between workers and the company.”
 

 
