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About the Research Programme

The Burmese Women'’s Union (BWU) led this feminist participatory action
research (FPAR) from January 2016 - April 2016 in the industrial zones of
Mingalardon, Shwe Pyi Thar, and Hlaing Thar Yar in Yangon. BWU partnered
with local labour organizations and women workers from nine garment
factories to undertake this research. This research is part of APWLD’s FPAR
Program in 9 countries.

The Situation of Women Workers in the Garment
Sector in Yangon

Burma has undergone a major political transformation in the past decade
that has brought with it an influx of foreign investment and development
projects. Women have been largely excluded from these processes, and their
meaningful participation in decision-making remains extremely limited at
both the local and national level. This is reflected at the national level in that
women make up only 13%* of Parliament, with only 64 of 664 seats in the
upper and lower houses held by women.

This results in national labour and development policies which fail to uphold
and protectthe rights of poor women workers and reinforce the marginalization
of women in general. An estimated 90% of workers in garment factories in
Yangon industrial zone are women. Women garment workers suffer from the
intersecting problems of political exclusion, discrimination in the workplace,
labour exploitation and violence against women.

' https://www.iwda.org.au/women-mps-doubled-in-myanmars-new-look-
parliament/



Challenges and Violations Faced by Women
Garment Workers

Negative Impacts of a Minimum Wage

In August 2015, the government implemented a minimum wage of 3,600 Kyat
(approx. $3.00 USD) per day for 8 hours of work. This is not a sufficientincome
to meet women worker’s basic household and food needs. The minimum
wage is also not strongly enforced and many still do not receive the set salary.
One woman from Tristate factory (in Mingalardon) told Burmese Women’s
Union:

“Our salary is not enough. I have to loan money from other people. The
people who have more money loan to the people who have less money.
Only by staying together as a group is it possible to have enough.”

Minimum Wages in Selected ASEAN Countries

Country Minimum wage

Myanmar US$65* per month

Cambodia US$128 (garment and shoe industries)
Vietnam (HCMC/Hanoi) US$145 per month

Indonesia (Jakarta) US$215 per month

Thailand (Bangkok) US$9-10 per day

Philippines (Manila) US$10-11 per day

* A temporary minimum salary standard for industrial zone workers (Burmese’s minimum wage has not been
announced as at end - January 2015)
Source: various sources, including national bureaus and international organisations (e.g. Wagelndicator Foundation)

In August 2015 Burma
adopted a minimum
wage of 3,600 Kyat
(approx. $3.00 USD)
per day. Based on a six
day working week this
makes the average
monthly income

approximately $67
USD. Myanmar’s
minimum wage is much
lower than other
ASEAN countries with
productive garment
sectors.




ASEAN Economic and Population Statistics

GDP Population Per capita income

(USS$ billion) (million) (US$)
ASEAN 2,395 625.1 3,832
Indonesia 863 251.5 3,460
Thailand 387 68.5 5,679
Malaysia 312 30.5 10,421
Singapore 298 5.5 55,183
Philippines 269 100 2,707
Vietnam 171 90.6 1,909
Myanmar 56 51.4 888
Brunei 16 0.4 39,679
Cambodia 16 15.3 1,037
Laos 10 6.6 1,548

Source: ASEAN Secretariat, IMF

The policy has also had many unintended negative consequences for women.
Some factories have implemented the minimum wage for all workers - which
has led to a reduction in wages for skilled and medium-level workers who
previously received a much higher salary. Many factories have also cut
workers’ benefits such as commuter costs, food, overtime pay, tips, and
bonuses lowered as a result of the adoption of a minimum wage. The
implementation of the minimum wage also caused a spike in the price of
commodity goods. This has had a major impact on women’s ability to afford
food, accommodation, and other basic needs. One woman worker from
Myanmar Solamoda Garment Factories explained to Burmese Women’s Union:

Per capita

income in
Burma is the
lowest of all
ASEAN
countries.




“Product prices were raised after the minimum wage became 3,600 Kyat ($3 USD). Before,
I got the same amount of salary which I get now. But my accommodation fee was only 5,000
Kyat ($3.84 USD) per month. Now, my accommodation fee has increased to 15,000 Kyat
($11.53 USD) per month. Food and transportation fees were also raised after the Minimum
Wage Law came out. The product prices were raised right after [our salaries were increased].”

Poor Working Conditions

Conditions inside the factories visited by Burmese Women'’s Union for this
report fail to meet minimum standards required under national and
international law. Hundreds of women are made to share very few toilets. In
the Myanmar Solamoda Garment Factory, 900 workers are forced to share
only 11 toilets for women and two for men. Workers are often packed into
confined rows and windows remain shut, forcing them to work in close
quarters at hot temperatures with no fresh air. Drinking water in the factories
isnot properly filtered and workers run the risk of developing health problems
if they drink it. The factories also lack an adequate number of emergency
exits. In one factory visited by Burmese Women'’s Union, only four emergency
exits were available for 2,000 workers.

Lack of Health Care

Women workers have very limited access to health clinics and medical
services. Even when a clinic is available at a factory site, there is often a major
shortage of skilled health workers and an insufficient supply of medicine and
other vital health resources. One woman from Tristate factory explained to
Burmese Women’s Union:

“We have clinics but there is not a nurse. The nurse has taken leave from
the factory for a month already. When she was here, we only get pain
killers and paracetamol. Whenever we go to clinic, we just got those for
any kind of disease.”

Safety Issues

Security is also a major issue for women workers. Many women finish work
late at night and must walk home in the dark, exposing them to the threat of
sexual harassment and robbery. Police fail to prosecute perpetrators of sexual
harassment and have created an environment of impunity for such offenses.

Unimplemented and Inadequate Policies

The Social Security Law enacted in 2014 aims to create protections for workers
in the form of health benefits, maternity leave, and coverage in case of death
or injury on the job. Workers pay 2% of their monthly wages into a health
and social care fund, which they should be able to access using their Social
Welfare Card. However, many women workers never receive their welfare
card or are not well informed about how to access the fund. Most workers
interviewed by Burmese Women’s Union see little or no benefit from this law
despite paying into the social security fund every month.

- 11 -



The Labour Organization Law adopted in 2011 establishes that workers may
form unions and stage protests if they give 14 days notice and provides
penalties for employers that punish the unionization of workers. However,
efforts by unions to organize for workers rights are stunted by the threat of
employer retaliation or by the presence of employer-created unions that
masquerade as workers’ collectives. The law fails to protect and uphold
workers’ rights to unionize and the security forces responsible for upholding
those rights are often those violently suppressing them. This was apparent
during workers protests in Yangon in 2014 and 2015 when police responded
by beating and arresting participants, including women.

Changes Required /Policy Recommendations:

e The Government of Burma must ensure thatlaws, legislation, and policies
are publicly available and in line with international human rights laws
and standards. Further, the Government must respect, protect and fulfil
its obligations under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

e The Government of Burma must ensure labour laws are implemented
thoroughly and that workers have a means of redress in the event of a
grievance.

e The Government of Burma mustamend the Minimum Wage Law to ensure
a living wage for all workers.

e The Government of Burma must ensure that the Ministry of Labour
operates actively and without corruption.

e The Government of Burma must end all restrictions on labour unions, and
ensure that workers’ right to collectively organize is respected, protected
and fulfilled.

e Labour organizations from ASEAN must work together with Burmese
organizations and collaborate to find new ways of supporting each other
during campaigns.
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