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Garment workers block Phnom Penh road and
call for bonuses

21 January 2021 9:24 PM |
Khuon Narim

Workes

f
]

Thousands of garment workers blocked a major service road in Phnom Penh on Wednesday and
Thursday to demand unpaid entitlements, as worker advocates accused employers of using short term
contracts to control staff, avoid bonuses and silence dissent.

One man detained on Wednesday following a brief scuffle with police was questioned for using violence
against police and released, said Chor Kimsor, the Dangkao district deputy governor, who on Thursday
met the workers from the Y&W Garment factory on street 217.

Mr Kimsor called for the workers to remain peaceful as a government working group sought to resolve
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the dispute at the Chinese-owned factory, in which workers are call for seniority and other bonus they
say they are owed after working for years on short-term contracts

“The resolution will take time and they are working on the issue,” Mr Kimsor told the workers.

After years of employers exploiting short term contracts, which leave workers less likely to report
abuses, join unions or decline overtime for fear of losing their job, the Labour Arbitration Council in
2019 ruled that workers must receive open-ended contracts and associated benefits after a maximum
of two years.

Many of the workers at Y&W say they have been employed at the factory on short-term contracts for
years, and are therefore entitled to the security of an open-ended contract and to be paid seniority
indemnity, maternity leave and other bonuses.

“We demand seniority payments; we have livelihoods to uphold,” said Heng Him, 35, claiming that
factory bosses had promised to begin paying the bonus from 2020, which would be about $100 for the
year, while demanding an additional 5% compensation.

“They violate our rights; we use our energy to work and then receive nothing,” said another striking
worker, who declined to give her name in fear of losing her job, adding that she had to make $100 in
loan repayments to a bank each month.

The Chinese factory owners could not be reached for comment.

Labour Ministry spokesman Heng Sour said that the ministry was working on the dispute and that
“factories can use short-term contracts but not exceeding four years.”

Also on Thursday, the Labour Ministry announced the resumption of seniority payments for workers on
open-ended contracts, following a delay brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.

More than two thirds of workers said bosses were illegally using short-term contracts in a 2019 survey of
464 factories by Better Factories Cambodia.

“Short term contracts are very effective in [in limiting] rights and the freedom to join unions and
associations,” said Kong Athit, president of the Coalition of Cambodian Apparel Workers Democratic
Union (CCAWDU), adding that 70% of factories across the country exploited workers that way.

“We worry about the violation of rights and workers losing a lot of entitlements,” he said, adding that
workers on short term contracts rarely dared to join protests.

“Everything is a risk for workers on short-term contracts, said Khun Tharo, a program coordinator at
labour rights group Central. “There is no job security and it effects the approach to rights.”
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