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About this article
This article is the first of three examining working conditions in the mobile  
phone industry in Chennai. The material is based on a project report which  
was  submitted  to  the  MakeITFair  project1 as  part  of  a  larger  project  to  
examine labour relations in the global electronics industry.

For  the  report  about  20  interviews  with  company  representatives  and 
various civil society respondents including activists, union workers, lawyers  
and others with insights into the issues. Management representatives from 
the examined companies Nokia, Foxconn, Salcomp and Flextronics were also  
interviewed by the researcher in March 2011 as part of a team visiting the  
factories. The interviews which were carried out at the company facilities in  
Sriperumbudur on the outskirts of Chennai also included factory visits to all  
the companies apart from Foxconn. Where possible the examination of  a  
number of documents, mainly collected from workers, adds to the evidence.

Introduction

The  worker  mobilisation  in  the  Chennai  mobile  phone  industry  and  the 
subsequent  introduction  of  unions  represents  an  entirely  new chapter  in 
labour relations in India’s Special Economic Zones. As far as is known there 
have not been any unions within factories in SEZs anywhere in India until 
now. Also locally the labour unrest of 2009-2011 was the most significant 
event in labour struggles which has happened in the private industry for at 
least the last 5-10 years. In this sector unions have not been very strong and 
the state government has been against labour mobilisation.  In  the public 
sector  there  have  been  some  strikes  but  these  cases  in  the  electronics 
industry  are  otherwise  unique  explaining  why  they  have  received  a 
significant amount of attention.2

1 See project website for further details: http://www,makeitfair.org/ 

2 Interview with Labour rights activist, Chennai, 1/2 2011.
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This article begins with a background to the mobile phone industry. It then 
discusses  general  the  conditions  for  trade  unions  in  the  factories  of  the 
industrial  belt  surrounding  Chennai  before  presenting  details  around  how 
unions came to be formed and how the mobilisation has worked out across 
the mobile phone industry.

Background
Nokia has had a long presence in India but  it  was only  in 2005 that  the 
company decided to set up a mobile phone factory at Sriperumbudur on the 
outskirts of Chennai, in southern India. A number of reports have critiqued 
the  Nokia  SEZ  over  the  years,  especially  from  policy  and  worker  right 
perspectives.3 The present report is the first to contain detailed management 
responses however. It  also includes insights gained from visits behind the 
usually closed factory gates.

International companies in the larger Chennai area started to come in about 
12  years  ago.  Hyundai  was  among  the  first  12  years  back,  Ford  also 
established a unit. Nokia is a bit more recent having been in the area for six 
years. Initially none of the workers in these factories wanted to form a union. 
But after 1-4 years on the job they would see that their salaries were not 
increasing, they were not treated properly. Sometimes workers would even 
be  kicked  or  slapped.  At  the  same time they  were  able  to  see that  the 
factories were very expensive in its machinery, that the management was 
earning much more than them, at least 50,000 to 100,000,  and that the 
companies were very profitable. People who were making repeated requests, 
even if very minor ones, found that they were getting punished for this. They 
would be placed on night shift more than their colleagues, the kind of tasks 
they  were  asked  to  do  were  very  menial  like  cleaning.  This  made  them 
realise that they were vulnerable and needed to form a union. They could 
also see that in the Chennai area there was a range of older, established 
factories which had unions. In these companies, for example Ashok Leyland 
(trucks  and  buses)  and  Larsen  &  Toubro  (electrical  equipment  and 
engineering items) the working conditions were much better and there were 
no sudden layoffs like in the newer factories. Workers from the new factories 
would meet other workers from these factories on the bus or the train every 
now  and  then  so  they  came  to  understand  that  the  differences  were 
significant. 

The examined companies are all except Flextronics part of the Nokia SEZ, a 
walled compound located on the Chennai-Bangalore national highway close 
to  Sriperumbudur  village outside  of  Chennai.  In  this  200 acre  plot  exists 
Nokia, Foxconn and Salcomp of this study together with Wintek, Perlos and 
Aspocomp.  Jabil  used  to  be  part  of  the  SEZ  but  has  closed  its  factory. 

3 (Cividep 2010; Oskarsson 2005; Oskarsson & Dutta 2009)



Flextronics has a separate facility, also this a Special Economic Zone, a few 
kilometres away on a 250 acre plot which is currently very underutilised. 

All the companies hire people who have completed high school, in India this 
is  ten  years  of  basic  schooling  plus  two years  of  additional  studies.  The 
exception  to  this  rule  is  Flextronics  which  has  downgraded  its  worker 
requirements to only ten years of schooling. For some positions, for example 
warehouse management at Nokia, there is also only ten years of schooling 
required. This also implies that a warehouse worker can never aspire to move 
upwards in the career since basic educational requirements are not in place. 
The other main requirement is that workers should be above 18 years.

When Nokia recruits new workers certain tests are carried out to evaluate 
hand-eye  coordination  including  dexterity  tests,  aptitude  test.  There  is  a 
technical  interview,  then a manager interview and a  final  medical  health 
check There are mobile kiosks moving across the state.  The website  and 
radio ads also spread the message of jobs. In the last year the company 
recruited  4,000 people.  In  the  June-Dec  period  700 people  are  recruited, 
most in the months after schools finish. Earlier Nokia did participate in the 
government-run  employment  fairs.  They  don’t  do  this  anymore  however 
since they found that the DMK-party operates with a vested interest and they 
could never get the candidates they wanted from this approach.4

At the time of establishment in 2006, Salcomp recruited about 100 people 
via ads. But after this initial recruitment references from existing workers has 
been the main way of expanding the work force. The company has an award 
system if a reference is successfully recruited. Workers are happy to have 
their friends as colleagues so helps them as well. +2 is the normal education 
standard but sometimes people from 10th standard are hired. There has been 
no need for them to join government job fairs since they can find workers 
anyway.5 

Nokia
The factory in Sriperumbudur is now Nokia’s largest in the world followed by 
one in south China (which used to be the biggest). Since the start in 2006 the 
factory has been expanded twice to now have 11,300 workers  producing 
about 300,000 phones per day for Indian and international markets. In the 
last year the company recruited 4,000 people as part of its latest expansion 
program. Nokia does not provide separate accounting for its Chennai factory, 
or  indeed  for  its  India  manufacturing  activities  (which  would  include  the 
Nokia-Siemens network equipment factory based at the Oragadam SEZ close 
to  Sriperumbudur).  It  should  nevertheless  be  expected  that  the 

4 Interview with Nokia management, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

5 Interview with Salcomp management, Sriperumbudur, 3/3 2011.



Sriperumbudur  plant  has  been  a  major  success  given  that  it  has  been 
expanded several times and has come to replace the China factory as the 
largest facility of the company. The factory serves not only the Indian market 
but export phones to many countries around the world. It appears to be the 
case that the newer ‘smartphones’ are not made in India however, limiting 
the profitability in the very price sensitive lower end of the mobile phone 
market.

In  the  factory  they  make  40  different  models  where  each  comes  in  5-6 
different varieties. There is a set of about 40 bare-bone phones. Language 
variations come on top of the 5-6 variations per model. Within the factory 
there is  ENO (Engine Operations) using 55% of  workers and SOP (Supply 
Operations)  accounting  for  45%  of  total.  The  engine  is  the  internal 
electronics  plus  display  parts  which  form  the  core  of  the  phone.  Supply 
operations are mainly about packaging but also loading customer specific 
software  and  adding  regional  language  keypads  to  the  phones.  Supply 
operations are different from shipping and warehousing (both of which seem 
to be manned by contract staff). There is 500 in management and 500 who 
are classified as External Temporary Labour of the total 11,300 who work in 
the factory.

Nokia’s  factory  operates  on a  4-shift  basis  where  one shift  is  always  off. 
There are 1,500 people working in  each shift.  New workers require  three 
months  for  training  but  despite  this  they are  kept  on  15  month  training 
contract.  There  are  also  a  smaller  number  of  graduates  from  technical 
institutes who tend to be doing technical operations (there is no breakdown 
of how many such jobs exist in the factory). There are 25 lines operating 
simultaneously in the ENO where each line is capable of producing a new 
phone every 2-4 seconds throughout the day. This could mean a production 
of 162,000,000 phones per year in the factory assuming a phone every 4 
seconds with 25 days per month operations. 

If you have an education of 10+2 you can become a trainee at Nokia. 10th 

grade  can  only  mean  contract  labour  however  indicating  a  significant 
difference in the way the company views a mere two years of education. The 
reason assigned by management for this is  that the contract labour does 
simple work. They work in inventory supplies and input materials. Another 
part of the explanation appears to be that it is possible to employ contract 
labour in this kind of work since material movement has certain exemptions 
from labour laws where they are not seen as part of the core activities of the 
company. Also security staff is contracted. In this kind of work there is no 
learning of what goes on at the factory floor. 

Salcomp
Salcomp makes chargers for Nokia and other companies like Samsung and 
Sony-Ericsson. The overwhelming majority of production seems to be for the 



neighbouring  Nokia  plant  however.  The  company  produces  100  million 
chargers per year (270,000 per day) and sell these in 90 countries around 
the world. The max capacity of the factory is 300,000 and being close to the 
limit they are in the process of expanding further. Salcomp’s biggest facility 
is in China and there is a third factory in Brazil. At the Finnish headquarters 
there are nowadays only about 40 people in management positions. With 
only three factories and a small  headquarter Salcomp is of a significantly 
smaller size than any of the other companies examined in this report.

The main problem for Salcomp is that chargers are always bundled with the 
mobile phones. Even as a spare part, potentially a more lucrative market, the 
chargers  are  sold  via  the  brand  companies  which  seem  to  imply  that 
Salcomp’s margins will  be very tight. This should be especially true for a 
product like chargers which seems to have very little hi-tech content. There 
was  for  example  no  evidence  of  the  more  recent  USB  chargers  being 
produced at Salcomp. Salcomp is clearly more dependent on Nokia than vice 
versa since Nokia  could easily  ask for  example Foxconn or  Flextronics  to 
manufacture its chargers.

In India, Salcomp has gone from 100% import of supplies when they started 
to 60% of value coming from local suppliers. For example they get plastic 
cases from a company in Bangalore. Originally the plant was only making 
chargers. Since eight months they are also making transformers, and for the 
last four months they also do the cabling which is part of the chargers. For 
now  there  is  not  much  more  physical  space  to  grow  further  within  the 
present  facility.  It  seems  like  the  ongoing  additional  300  people  will  be 
possible to fit in however. Despite tough margins the current expansion of 
the company seems to indicate that the management is pleased with the 
way the plant is operating. 

Flextronics
Flextronics  is  an  international  major  electronics  component  manufacturer 
based  in  Singapore  but  founded  in  the  United  States  in  1969.  It  has 
expanded to more than 30 countries around the world and is a Fortune 500 
company with more than 200,000 employees.6 Flextronics engagement with 
India is quite recent however and started when the company bought a unit 
from Motorola in Bangalore in 2001. In 2004 a repair centre was added to the 
unit but this was later moved to Chennai. The most favourable reason for 
Flextronics with Chennai is its 80,000 technical graduates every year. Other 
benefits  mentioned includes the SEZ status,  technical  talent,  government 
incentives (presumably state incentives on top of the SEZ package), and a 
local supply base. The present factory opened in 2006 but has only been 
able to expand to having about 1700 employees.7

6 (Flextronics 2009)

7 Interview with Flextronics management, Sriperumbudur, 4/3 2011.



Nowadays the Chennai facility does not make any mobile phones. There is a 
hint that they used to make Sony-Ericson phones but this is never confirmed. 
The company makes a wide variety of electronics as well as various kinds of 
cases. They do chargers, base stations, mobile phones, antennas, set top 
boxes, modems and other things. They also have a unit in Chennai referred 
to as the enclosure unit, or sheet metal fabrication, which makes the metal 
cases  for  mobile  phone  base  stations.  The  company  has  the  ability  to 
manufacture just about any electronics item for a customer and can do so 
with  very  short  notice  using  its  global  scale  to  source  knowledge  and 
machinery. For now it seems as if the Indian market is not very receptive for 
this  form  of  flexible  electronics  manufacturing  however.  At  the  moment 
chargers is about 50% of the business and the rest seems to mainly rely on 
the seemingly not very profitable metal case business.

The company operates on 3-shift basis with 8 hours per shift. Like the other 
factories Flextronics is open 6 days per week. Workers travel about 40-60 km 
away to get to the factories. The company tries to ensure that there is no 
more than 1-2 hours of  commuting.  The workers are mainly from nearby 
Vellore or Kanchipuram districts rather than migrants. The skill level which is 
required is mainly based on safety. The training period is a mere 3-6 days 
with classroom and on the job training. After this week workers can join the 
production line without panicking. Workers usually reach 80% of the target in 
15-20 days.8 Work sheets are clearly pasted at each work station to allow 
any worker in doubt to quickly check what steps are necessary to complete a 
task.  It  would  be  interesting  to  know  more  about  who  design  these 
worksheets, for example are they local or made at the international head 
office.

Foxconn
Foxconn  is  another  major  international  EMS  (Electronic  Manufacturing 
Services) company, operating on a large scale across many locations similar 
to Flextronics. Foxconn is a Fortune 500 company with more than 700,000 
employees across the world.9 The company is Taiwanese but with most of its 
production  taking  place  in  China.  In  India  Foxconn’s  operations  are 
significantly smaller than what is the case elsewhere. It has two locations in 
the Sriperumbudur area where the main one in the Nokia SEZ is employing 
about 5,000 people. The registered headquarter is close to the Flextronics 
facility, only a few kilometres from the Nokia SEZ, but only has 1,000 workers 
employed. It  is  not known why the company has chosen to operate from 
several locations in such close proximity of one another. There is certainly a 

8 Interview with Flextronics management, Sriperumbudur, 4/3 2011.

9 (Foxconn Technology Group 2009)



lot of space for expansion in the site where 1,000 people currently work. It 
seems possible that Foxconn like Flextronics has found it difficult to use its 
international model of flexible electronics production in India and instead has 
had to rely on Nokia as its main long-term customer.

Foxconn produces the housing for Nokia mobile phones within the Nokia SEZ. 
The company also has the ability to make various other components, thought 
to include electronic parts, for the phones but management interviews did 
not yield any results as to what exactly they make. It was also not possible to 
visit the actual factory floor during investigations.

Foxconn, like Nokia, had a difficult 2010 in terms of worker relations. Major 
strikes resulting in police intervention and the suspension of 24 workers took 
place in September-October. In addition there was a gas leak which resulted 
in the hospitalisation of a large number of workers in July. In the end the 
company was forced to accept a union. A settlement was signed in October 
2010  with  retrospective  effect  to  June  the  same  year.  The  three  year 
agreement gave 75-80% increase in wages. 

Legal overview
Regulations relating to Special Economic Zones in India are covered by the 
national SEZ Act which was passed in 2000. This Act contained a wide set of 
changes to the regulatory framework around investments including customs, 
foreign  trade,  taxation  and  environmental  legislation.  Despite  the  broad 
scope of the SEZ Act, labour rights were left untouched however since it was 
too politically sensitive. The idea was that the different state governments 
would implement reduced labour protection in line with the more ‘flexible’ 
labour regulations that are seen as necessary to attract foreign investment. 
This has been done to a varying degree across the states of India. In reality 
much of the difference is related to a lack of unionisation in the private SEZs 
compared  to  the  public  sector.  High  security  makes  union  work  and  the 
implementation of labour laws even more difficult than in other factories, and 
governments are often more interested in attracting foreign investment than 
upholding the law. 

The main difference in labour law in Tamil  Nadu SEZs compared to other 
factories is the use of so called ‘public utility’ status to make it more difficult 
for workers to go on strike. Public utility was first defined for the public sector 
where certain services, such as the provision of water or electricity, were 
seen as too important to allow workers to go on sudden strikes. Little by little 
its use was expanded and now includes all SEZs in the state irrespective of 
what they produce. Workers in the Chennai mobile phone factories are still 
technically allowed to go on strike despite the public utility status, but they 
can only do so after a 14 day notice period. This is not problematic in itself 



since  a  grace  period  can  be  common in  many  countries  when industrial 
action  is  deemed  necessary.  The  specific  problem in  Tamil  Nadu  is  that 
companies have the option of invoking government conciliation once a strike 
notice has been submitted. As long as conciliation is taking place any strike 
is  going to be illegal  and workers  who participate in  such strikes can be 
dismissed.10 India’s legendarily slow bureaucracy can mean conciliation, with 
a complete ban on striking,  for  months and even years.  And there is  no 
certainty that the conciliation will  result  in  any form of  agreement which 
caters to the demands of the workers.11

Freedom of Association is a fundamental right of the Indian Constitution and 
therefore a very important issue. But significant obstacles exist in actually 
using this right since there is no law in the state of Tamil Nadu demanding 
that a company recognises a union as a valid representative of the workers. 
There  are  no  procedures  for  holding  a  ballot  to  determine  how  many 
members there are of a certain union, and there are at least in Tamil Nadu 
often cases where workers are claimed to be members of both two and three 
unions at the same time creating a real dilemma in terms of knowing which 
union is  actually  having majority  support.  What does exist  is  a  so called 
interrogation procedure by the government which is about asking 10% of the 
workers which union they support and use this to declare majority. This is an 
inadequate solution compared to a secret ballot.  From time to time there 
have been promises made by Tamil Nadu government representatives that a 
law would be brought in to fill the void of union recognition as has been the 
case in many other states across India. So far this has not happened and 
instead workers have had to go to court  to try to get justice.  Recently a 
judgement recognised that a right to representation is basically meaningless 
without  legislation  that  demands  recognition  of  the  majority  union.  This 
judgement has been appealed to the Supreme Court however and this  is 
where it is currently waiting for a hearing.12

Regulations in individual factories come under so called “standing orders” 
which guide the operations and provides detail over labour conditions. These 
are mandatory for every factory with more than 100 workers employed.13 
The  orders  are  made  by  the  companies  in  cooperation  with  the  labour 
department of the state government, and worker representatives and thus 
become part of the official regulations. Since no unions existed in any factory 
in 2005-2007 when the examined companies were established it is not clear 

10 (Gopalakrishnan 2010)

11 Interview with labour lawyer, Chennai, 16/2 2011.

12 Interview with labour lawyer, Chennai, 16/2 2011.

13 According to the national Industrial Disputes Act.



what worker representation was part of the framing of the standing orders.14 
What is clear is that from about 2007 onwards contracts signed with workers 
in at least Nokia and Foxconn do not spell out obligations of the worker in the 
actual  text other than by referring to the (by workers) unknown standing 
orders.15

When workers are suspended by a company it is usually with reference to 
the  standing  orders.  Workers  interviewed  however  showed  very  limited 
knowledge about the contents of  the standing orders although they were 
found to  be  pasted  on  the  walls  in  the  factories  of  Nokia,  Salcomp and 
Flextronics. One reason for this could be that they have tended to be posted 
in  English rather than Tamil  though at  least  some of  the companies  now 
provide translations. Even if the workers have 12 years of education it might 
still be too much to expect them to read and understand a document in any 
language of more than 45 pages. It turned out that not only the workers, but 
also others working on their behalf like activists, had only a vague idea about 
the legal rights of the workers. This is not strange but actually a well-known 
tactic by government and company representatives. Hiding the existence of 
rules and regulations as best as possible is part of efforts to control labour 
and keep wages low. As the case with the Foxconn enquiry hearings below 
show there are procedures to follow, but companies do not attempt to share 
information.  Rather they hide the details  of  what  is  going on via opaque 
contracts  written  in  legalese  English.  Hopefully  at  least  some  of  the 
companies  will  want  to  change  this  behaviour  in  the  future.  Nokia 
management for example indicated that it had started to organise classes to 
educate its workers in labour rights.16 

Unions in the mobile phone industry

In the factories around Sriperumbudur a large number of Thorarlal Sangams 
(worker  unions/societies)  exist  these  days.  At  times  these  are  formed 
independently by the workers themselves, and at times they are set up by 
one of the larger trade union federations like CITU or AITUC (All India Trade 
Union  Congress  associated  with  CPI).  Though union  leaders  in  interviews 
were keen to emphasise their mobilisational work, strikes in the factories are 
usually spontaneous and occur prior to union presence or even active union 
involvement. The unions often come in at a later stage.17 Once the Sangam 

14 The Nokia Standing Orders state that the labour department organised an election in 
December 2007 to find three worker representatives. There is no mention however of how 
the election was made (Joint Commissioner of Labour, Chennai 2008)

15 (Foxconn India  Pvt  Ltd 2010;  Nokia India Pvt Ltd 2009).  Interviews with Nokia union 
members  Interview  Nokia  union  member,  Chennai,  24/2  2011  and  Foxconn  union 
representatives Sriperumbudur, 14/2 2011.

16 Interview with Nokia HR Manager, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

17 Interview with Labour rights activist, Chennai, 31/1 2011.



has managed to organise a group of members it might choose to join a larger 
federation in order to benefit from its existing registration as a trade union, 
and from the larger clout and resources of being part of a formal trade union. 
In India you only need 10 people to become members in a certain factory to 
form a union indicating why there are so many of them and also why they 
are so fractious. 

Money is a major problem for trade unions. It  is  only really in the formal 
manufacturing sector where they can at all hope to collect membership fees 
from its members. It seems quite common to have fees as low as 50-100 
rupees per year which even for unions with many thousand members still 
does not amount to much if they have to keep staff employed and offices 
maintained. Unions thus need to affiliate themselves to political parties to 
get funding. Parties all have unions partially in order to organise workers, but 
also partially to keep problems with labour unrest away. When the Chennai 
mobile phone companies have preferred to accept the LPF union which is 
associated with the ruling DMK party18 rather than the opposition party, and 
therefore more radical CITU, political interference must be seen as one of the 
main reasons. Perlos and Foxconn have LPF unions while CITU has unions at 
Samsung, Sunmark, Hyundai, Sanmina-SCI and a few other places. The big 
difference is that the LPF unions have been recognised by the companies 
which  allow  them  to  participate  in  official  wage  and  other  forms  of 
negotiations. CITU does not have any recognised union and is therefore in 
constant opposition to the management. There are no indications that any 
factory has conducted a transparent ballot to determine which union has the 
support of the workers. Nor are they required to do so according to the law 
(see Legal Overview section for details).

The lack of legal support, or indeed clarity at all, on what to do when a union 
claims it represents the workers is the cause of many disputes. Or like one 
union leader stated: “I  can form a union but the management refuses to 
recognise it. They even say please go ahead and form your union but we will 
not recognise. Then what is the point of having a union if nobody will talk to 
you?  This  is  ridiculous!”19 Even  basic  issues  like  the  record-keeping  of 
members are contested in Tamil Nadu factories. Frequently several unions 
will be in place in a factory and each of them will claim the same workers as 
their members.20

18 DMK lost power in the elections held in 2011 after this text was completed. It is not 
known whether the now ruling AIADMK party’s union will attempt to take the place of LPF in 
the factories.

19 Interview with CITU leader, Chennai, 9/3 2011.

20 Interview with labour lawyer, Chennai, 16/2 2011.



When people protest the insecurity of the job always limits what they can 
accomplish. Whenever people protest they risk losing their jobs. Often police 
reports  are  launched with  made up  cases  like  destruction  of  property  to 
justify why these people should be kept out of a job but the real reason is 
that  they  have  been  identified  as  the  core  leaders  of  protests.  The 
companies are very good at finding out who was instrumental  in starting 
protests. When people are taken back, as the non-core protesters were, they 
are given new ID cards with new employment numbers. People do not know 
exactly  what  this  means  but  believe  it  is  essentially  erasing  their  entire 
previous job histories. It is not easy to know what the company procedures 
are but there are concerns that they will no longer receive benefits accrued 
due to  having worked a  certain  time including pay raises  with  increased 
experience. Nokia is certainly better when it comes to worker rights but then 
again very little work is actually done by them, most is outsourced to all 
these contractor companies. The people at Nokia are more slick, and can 
afford  to  be  so,  compared  to  the  more  crude  Foxconn  management.21 
Unionisation has happened at Foxconn among the permanent workers. Even 
though  they  tend  to  have  somewhat  better  contracts,  the  greater  job 
security enables them to struggle for improvements more than the contract 
and trainee workers.

In  2009 the LPF union at  Nokia  negotiated a  one year settlement where 
workers got 1,750 to 3,300 increases on their salaries leading to new wages 
of approximately 6,150-7,700. In 2010 a three year agreement was made 
with further improvements which now mean that long-term employees can 
earn up to about  10,500.  Nokia has via  these agreements  become wage 
leaders  in  the  industry.  Given  these  achievements  it  might  seem  a  bit 
surprising to know that further unrest has taken place in the factories where 
management has recognised unions and are far from settled at the time of 
writing. 

Table : Nokia wage increases 2010-2012

Experiencea From 
1.4.2010

From 
1.4.2011

From 
1.4.2012

Over  48 
months 

3,100 1,600 1,350

36  -  48 
months

3,000 1,500 1,250

24  -  36 
months

1,400 1,000 1,250

16  –  24 
months

* 750 1,250

21 Interview with Labour rights activist, Chennai, 31/1 2011.



Source: (Agreement between Nokia India and Nokia India Workers Progressive Union 2010)
a) As on 1.4.2010 

The stringent anti-strike legislation for Special Economic Zones in Tamil Nadu 
has  in  practice  been  shown  to  be  less  effective  than  could  have  been 
expected. Companies have chosen to take workers back when these could 
have been fired due to illegal strikes going by the law. Unions and others 
have also managed to get court judgements which protect workers. A change 
for example in local government could result in more difficult conditions for 
the workers if it was decided to follow the existing legislation by the letter of 
the law.

Worker representation
The first larger strike in the mobile phone industry was at Nokia on 14 July 
2009. On this day there was a general body meeting in the factory where the 
workers wanted to discuss their various complaints and grievances among 
each other. But management was telling the workers to get back to work and 
would not allow the meeting to take place. They did however offer some 
increases in wages.22 The feeling seems to remain that there is a big gap 
between the profitability of the company and the salaries workers get. This is 
compounded by the knowledge of  workers  in  Finland earning at  least  30 
times more. One worker estimated the profit per worker to several million 
rupees per year compared to the 120,000 rupees they get per year in salary. 
When the factory is this profitable then why can the company not provide for 
them better? At present the top salary after 5 years of work is 10300. This 
will remain the case for the next 2 years and then there will be a hike to 
14000.23

Some of the workers at Nokia had previous contracts among the local trade 
unions.  They  were  able  to  use  these  contacts  to  approach  the  state 
government  labour  minister  and  the  government  union  LPF  about  union 
formation. These talks were initiated in 2009 only a few months before the 
recognition indicating the speed with which unionisation moved at  Nokia. 
Later in 2009 a separate contract workers union was registered at Nokia. No 
industry  has  a  contract  worker  union  in  India  indicating  a  very  unique 
achievement.24 

One  explanation  for  the  swiftness  in  recognising  the  LPF  union  came, 
according  to  one  CITU  leader,  from  the  perceived  threat  of  a  more 
independent union organised by the CPM-associated CITU. In this version of 
events, the Nokia workers had started comparing the different unions to see 

22 Interview with Nokia union members, Chennai, 24/2 2011.

23 Interview with Nokia union members, Chennai, 24/2 2011.

24 Interview with LPF union leader, Chennai, 5/3 2011.



which one could help them the most, and what risks existed that the union 
would sell them out by cooperating with management. 

Workers from Hyundai had approached CITU in 2007, other auto companies 
also came at about the same time and CITU started fighting. Having seen 
this the Nokia workers also approached the union in 2009. At this point the 
Tamil Nadu Labour Minister got a bit scared and pulled LPF in to ensure that a 
more company-friendly union got established in the factory. There were also 
directed attempts to get family members of the workers to come and talk 
directly to the workers and get them to agree to the union. During all this 
time  CITU  remained  supportive  in  the  background  but  never  directly 
attempting to incite workers to join. 

In the words of a local CITU leader: “We are talking to [the workers] and 
offering them advice if they come to us. This is also the case now when the 
Nokia worker union is breaking free from LPF. In fact Sanmina, Nokia, Nokia-
Siemens25, BYD26, Foxconn etc workers have always approached us. We do 
not  put  up pamphlets  or  posters  to advertise our  existence.  Workers  are 
smart and know to come to us here at our head office or to our local offices. 
If workers come to ask me for advice or want to become affiliated to CITU for 
our support then they should be free to do so. I am only doing my work as 
per the law and according to my conscience. MNCs have to follow the law of 
the land and that is all we are asking for.”27

The LPF union leader interviewed was emphasising the need to not drive 
industry  away  by  making  large  demands.  There  was  a  large  industry  in 
Chennai and in Hubli in Karnataka before the economic reforms of the 1990s. 
Once import quotas were removed and customs reduced 25,000 workers who 
had good wages and other conditions lost  their  jobs.  If  we again go and 
demand high wages for the mobile phone industry they will  simply move 
away. “We can talk about equality and say that the workers should have 
25,000 per month in wages but then the company can move.” Definitely the 
MNCs are exploiting the workers but we have to consider industrial survival. 
We hade more strength in the previous industry but now we are only 2,000 
members. Despite this low number we have managed to get an increase 
from 4,500 to 7,000 per month. For more results we have to be patient.28

25 Nokia-Siemens  has  a  separate  network  equipment  factory  in  the  Oragadam SEZ  in 
Chennai.

26 BYD is the Chinese company Build Your Dreams. It is one of many component suppliers in 
the electronics industry.

27 Interview with CITU leader, Chennai, 9/3 2011. Supported in interview with Labour rights 
activist, Chennai, 1/2 2011.

28 Interview with LPF union leader, Chennai, 5/3 2011.



Another strike occurred in late 2010. This time it was at Foxconn in the Nokia 
SEZ. CITU union leaders were arrested and held for 15 days while a strike 
was ongoing at Foxconn and negotiations over a new settlement were taking 
place between LPF and company management. “We have rejected the wage 
agreement reached between the management and Foxconn India Thozhilalar 
Munnetra Sangam (the LPF-associated Workers Progress Union). They did it 
behind  our  backs”  said  one worker  representing the  CITU-affiliated  union 
Foxconn India Thozhilalar Sangam (Dutta & Radhakrishnan 2011). 

According to one activist, CITU tried to keep the strike going at Foxconn but 
they  could  tell  they  were  losing  the  battle  when  little  by  little  workers 
dropped out of the strike since they could no longer support themselves after 
several weeks without pay. What was in some forums reported as a sell out 
by CITU actually had to happen since otherwise there would have been no 
workers left in the end as part of their strike.29 While protests were going on 
at Foxconn (inside the Nokia plant) and many of the CITU union people were 
jailed, LPF moved in and negotiated a long-term contract with management 
over three years. There was never any official vote to show that this union 
had  the  right  to  represent  workers.  All  in  all  it  is  very  difficult  to  at  all 
ascertain  how  many  workers  they  can  actually  be  said  to  represent 
legitimately.  They  have  some members  but  so  does  CITU  and there  was 
never an open vote in the factory. After the settlement had been reached no 
further opposition is allowed and any strikes within the next 3 years are likely 
to be met harder.

Salcomp has no union but use a system of worker committees. There is one 
committee  for  grievances,  one  for  wage  revision  and  one  for  collective 
bargaining.  Beyond  these  core  committees  related  to  working  conditions 
there  are  other  ones  related  to  transport,  the  canteen  and  security.30 
Flextronics has no consultation in relation to salary at the moment since it is 
automatically increased (based on an unknown formula not made available 
to the researchers). The company does market research to ensure that it is 
competitive.  Flextronics  does  have  a  conclave  held  where  opinions  are 
sought  from  the  workers.  It  is  run  every  month  on  the  shop  floor  and 
everyone irrespective of status is included. 

Government, company and union
Nokia workers who had been collaborating with LPF in the last few years 
were clearly not impressed. They were of the opinion that the parties use 
unions to make money and can therefore not be trusted.31 One union leader 

29 Interview with Labour rights activists, Chennai, 31/1 & 1/2 2011.

30 Interview with Salcomp management, Sriperumbudur, 3/3 2011.

31 Interview with Nokia union members, Chennai, 24/2 2011.



agreed when saying that the factories have been refusing unions for years 
and now all of a sudden they accept LPF. This union is serving management. I 
usually say that the workers in LPF unionised factories have to deal  with 
management  1  and  management  2  (the  latter  being  LPF).32 Even  LPF 
associates would agree that there is significant political control exerted over 
the labour rights work that they do.  One LPF union leader expressed the 
close working relationship LPF has with the ruling party of Tamil Nadu by 
saying: “Every step we take we have to coordinate with him.” Asked who him 
was the clarification was that this referred to Chief Minister Karunanidhi, the 
top politician in the state.

The management at Foxconn expressed strong dislike for CITU to the point of 
almost  branding  the  union  a  terrorist  organisation.  The  company 
management was of the opinion that CITU is only into misleading people. In 
addition destruction of property was seen as depending on the union despite 
no union representative being allowed inside the factory gates.33 But Nokia 
management had a very different opinion. Recognising that the workers are 
very young the company had even taken them to meet with union leaders 
including Madhura Labour Union and CITU. During these interactions workers 
are told about the industrial disputes process and what they need to do to 
follow it.34 CITU can not be seen as an especially radical union despite being 
related to a Communist party. More likely is that in the state of Tamil Nadu 
where the party has no role in the government, the union can be free to 
make demands which would not be allowed in for example the state of West 
Bengal where the party is in charge. A change of fortunes in the elections in 
Tamil Nadu might force CITU to take a more cautious approach to worker 
rights.  This  said  it  would  seem like  CITU  offers  the  best  possibilities  for 
genuine worker representation in the Chennai mobile phone industry.

Despite  the  above  mentioned  wage  increases  an  independent  union  has 
recently  been  formed  at  Nokia,  the  Nokia  Employees  Union.  It  is  in  the 
process of being registered but has already been accepted by the company 
since the same leaders who were part of the LPF union are in this union.35 
Again the acceptance seems to have happened without any official ballot to 
make it clear that workers truly support this union. The old agreement which 
was negotiated with the LPF union still holds valid for all new unions at Nokia 
however. 

32 Interview with CITU leader, Chennai, 9/3 2011.

33 Interview Foxconn management, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

34 Interview Nokia HR Manager, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

35 Interview with Nokia HR Manager, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011. 



The  minimum wages  in  Tamil  Nadu is  now about  3,500 rupees  but  CITU 
wants it to be 10,000. And this for any type of work in a factory since we feel 
this is the minimum a worker needs to survive in a city like Chennai where 
everything is becoming expensive. 3,500 is atrocious. Already these workers 
have spent 5 years in one place. They are getting a little bit older at around 
25  years  of  age and find  that  they do  not  have the  possibility  to  move 
beyond what they earn in these factories. They are even starting to become 
too old  for  employment  elsewhere  since  all  these companies  prefer  very 
young workers. If they go anywhere else questions will be asked about why 
you left the earlier company. You will  need a good leaving letter from the 
previous employer or you will be seen as unreliable. In a sense workers are 
locked into where they are now and even if they try to move to a new job 
they all offer about the same conditions.36

At Nokia management there was little understanding that 4000-6000 rupees 
(about 63-95 euro) is a very low wage in suburban Chennai. Management felt 
that the workers only needed to pay 1000 for their share in a room and then 
some 700 for food since two meals per day are provided in the factory. In the 
end workers should be able to send home at least 1000 per month to their 
families.37 Flextronics management seemed to agree that it is difficult to talk 
of a living wage when 5-6 workers share a cramped room in far-away villages 
since  they  can  not  afford  better  when  employed  by  the  company.38 At 
Salcomp  the  discussion  was  even  vaguer  in  terms  of  the  benefits  the 
company actually provided. Despite this the conviction was strong about the 
positive impact. The Salcomp factory manager said: “I believe we generate 
tremendous benefits  to  society.  95% are  women here  in  the  factory.  The 
situation for women in the villages of India is bad. We have not done a study 
to see whether women have truly been empowered by working for Salcomp. 
But we can see this on a daily basis in the factory. Hiring women has been a 
natural choice.”39 Salcomp was nevertheless not willing to confirm that hiring 
women was a company policy.

Nokia is the only company which has attempted to understand what a living 
wage might be in Tamil Nadu. The company was in touch with three different 
local NGOs last year about minimum wages and whether these are sufficient 
in Tamil Nadu. All of them seemed to think that there is no need to look at a 
living wage since the government already does this including price rises. At 
the moment the company has no real idea what a living wage would be. 
Earlier  there  were  requirements  on  suppliers  to  pay more  than the  legal 

36 Interview with CITU leader, Chennai, 9/3 2011.

37 Interview with Nokia management, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

38 Interview with Flextronics, Sunguvarchatram, 4/3 2011

39 Interview with Salcomp management, Sriperumbudur, 3/3 2011.



minimum wage but then the question was always how much more than the 
minimum they should pay. This was not possible to enforce since Nokia could 
not calculate how much more would be satisfactory. If the company is serious 
about worker welfare it should not be too difficult to conduct a detailed study 
of worker needs on the periphery of Chennai.40

CSR efforts and ‘codes of conduct’ instead of rights
Out of the interviewed companies Nokia and Flextronics appeared to have 
gone  much  further  in  their  corporate  social  responsibility  compared  to 
Salcomp  and  Foxconn.  At  Salcomp  the  atmosphere  was  one  of  a  family 
approach whereas at Foxconn there seemed to be little understanding for 
CSR efforts, or indeed of reaching out to society including the media, the 
present MakeITFair effort, or to workers by having special codes of conduct 
other than what the law required. This said Foxconn has gone further than 
other suppliers  when it  comes to offering improved salaries following the 
major unrest at its factory in September to November 2010.

The “Nokia Labour Standard” which is an internal code of conduct “similar” 
to SA 8000 but somewhat stricter. There are also references made to ILO. It is 
also  stricter  than  EICC.  This  code  applies  equally  in  all  Nokia’s  nine 
manufacturing locations across the world as well as for its assembly unit in 
the UK. Nokia has also taken it upon itself to monitor suppliers. Audits are 
carried out every two years for suppliers but there may be surprise visits as 
well. Usually Nokia works together with an external auditing company. This 
work is expected to become even further stringent in the future with a new, 
more detailed supplier policy proposed to the Nokia board. The work with 
suppliers is ongoing and long-term. It will  often take up to 4 years to get 
suppliers where Nokia want them to be.41

At  Flextronics  where  there  were  no worker committees  and no unions  to 
discuss core working conditions, “Team Sunshine” was created by the global 
CSR  department  to  empower  workers  by  letting  them  decide  what 
recreational activities they need, what skill  increases they might want, do 
community outreach or offer support for families. For this workers can select 
their own committees and propose budgets and activities. The Ethics Point 
and the Eve’s Council at Flextronics described in the earlier Cividep report 
remain. These are global initiatives (like just about every other initiative it 
seems) with global, high-level monitoring. Indian workers have been known 
to use the ethics point to launch complaints (posters about it are all over the 
factory in English and Tamil) and there is no access to local managers. A local 

40 Interview with Nokia Finland CSR representative, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

41 Interview with Nokia Finland CSR representative, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.



call is answered by a receptionist who notes down the complaint in English. 
The global legal department has responsibility to take up investigations.42

Flextronics has come a long way with a very comprehensive global program 
for worker safety, health and other improvements. The company complies 
with  EICC  standards  and  does  not  work  against  unions.  There  is  the 
Flexpledge (a program of worker rights) where they company strives to be an 
employer of choice. The company programs which allow worker complaints 
sound  impressive  though  difficult  to  verify  since  there  is  no  outside 
monitoring. Flextronics has also had a history of responding to queries unlike 
any of the other companies which are part of this report.43 Yet, Flextronics 
proved the most nervous when it came to discussing its customers. The talk 
of transparency in supply chains clearly stops on the factory floor. It is not 
known whether it is Flextronics or its customers which are concerned about 
even  basic  details  relating  to  supplies.  The  other  companies  interviewed 
were not at all as sensitive as Flextronics.

Conclusion

Nokia appears to be the most responsible as well as responsive to worker 
demands among the companies. This is perhaps not surprising since it has 
the most visible public brand to protect. Foxconn has by far fared the worst 
and  been  criticised  the  hardest,  but  it  has  also  responded  by  offering 
significantly  improved wages.  Salcomp operates  almost  only  with  women 
and this is probably why it has managed to stay away from the conflicts of 
other companies despite paying the lowest wages. Although women workers 
have been known to participate in many of the protests in the mobile phone 
factories, there will be an even higher rate of worker turnover since societal 
pressure forces young women to marry and move elsewhere within a few 
years  of  starting  employment.  Flextronics  has  an  impressive  setup  with 
global CSR systems in place to manage worker safety, health, harassment 
and other potential issues. But the question is whether these are actually 
helping  workers  or  simply  act  to  counter-balance  demands  for  fair 
compensation and worker representation via unions. 

To  have  recognised  LPF  unions  in  several  of  the  mobile  phone  industry 
companies is a unique achievement in India. And yet workers have shown 
that they are far from happy with what has been accomplished. At Nokia, LPF 
is already about to be abolished and had it not been for the strong repression 
at Foxconn the same would have happened there. This seems to show that 
despite the close cooperation between unions, parties and companies the 
situation  is  far  from  hopeless.  Workers  themselves  are  refusing  to  be 

42 Interview with Flextronics management, Survarchatram, 4/3 2011.

43 The experience of the MakeITFair project is that all companies have become much more 
open and responsive to queries in the last years.



dominated  and  keep  struggling  for  meaningful  jobs  in  the  industry,  and 
proper  worker  representation.  Even though local  media  has  not  shown a 
great interest in the worker struggles, companies remain fearful of negative 
publicity. If activists and union workers can keep interesting media in running 
stories it will be even more difficult to repress worker demands. International 
efforts towards greater transparency are also starting to make an impact. 
The companies themselves are at least in some cases clearly opening up for 
transparency. 

What can you do other than go on strike? Apart from strikes and other more 
militant struggles unions, like management, can make use of the conciliation 
facilities of the labour department. First a strike notice is issued to the labour 
department at which point it has to initialise hearings. At these hearings the 
management has to attend so we can see them and get our points across. If 
the talks fail, meaning we are unable to reach an agreement, then the labour 
department  will  write  a  failure  report.  This  report  is  passed  on  to  the 
government and can also be used in to the labour court which is responsible 
for adjudicating demands in the case of a failure to reconcile differences. 

The  Indian  court  system is  a  virtual  labyrinth  with  unclear  and  at  times 
overlapping procedures. And even though the system does seem to favour 
those who can hire lawyers and keep cases in various stages of appeal there 
are  also  chances  for  public-spirited  lawyers  to  represent  workers  and  at 
times win significant gains. In the labour court, management again has to be 
present  and  respond  to  the  claims  which  are  made  by  the  union.44 At 
Sanmina-SCI (an American electronics company in the Oragadam SEZ) CITU 
has been on strike since mid-February 2010. It was able to secure two orders 
from the Chennai High Court in favour of  our workers. The first was that 
workers have the right to strike on public property next to the SEZ. Secondly, 
the company is not allowed to hire new, temporary workers to replace the 
ones that are currently on strike since there is a conciliation process going 
on.

Positive  outcomes  are  clearly  possible  via  the  courts  but  it  takes  years. 
Further, each company is different and it is usually not possible to get larger 
judgements which are applicable to an entire industry. The main problem for 
unions like CITU is that it is excruciatingly expensive to go to court. There is a 
need  to  pay  for  lawyers  and  other  people  who  gather  the  required 
information for cases. And many times there is also a need to support the 
workers who do not receive salary for years when cases go through various 
different  courts  and  the  many  possibilities  for  appeal.  In  comparison  to 
international  NGO  efforts,  Indian  unions  do  not  get  similar  support  via 
international union solidarity campaigns. 

44 Interview with CITU leader, Chennai, 9/3 2011.



The unionisation of a large part of the mobile phone industry represents a 
unique achievement in the Special Economic Zones in India. Even some of 
the contract workers employed at Nokia have been covered which is almost 
unheard of for any type of industry. The unions have been able to negotiate 
with  management  in  several  companies  and  achieve  significant  salary 
increases for the workers. In terms of other benefits it is not clear whether 
the unions have had any impact on the working conditions so far. 

But despite these achievements worker unrest has been on the rise and this 
seems likely  to continue.  The government-associated LPF union has been 
seen as cooperating too closely with management and negotiating over the 
heads of workers who still feel that there is a significant gap between the 
profitability of the companies and the compensation that they are receiving. 
Even though the working environment at the mobile phone factories, despite 
a few tragic incidents, is better than what domestic factories can offer with a 
lot  of  emphasis  put  on  safety  and  clarity  of  rules,  workers  nevertheless 
expect  better  from  multinational  corporations.  This  is  not  strange  with 
salaries in the mobile phone industry starting around 3 USD per day45. In a 
growing metropolis with swiftly rising costs like Chennai the current young 
workers know they can not aspire to start families as long as they stay in the 
multinational mobile phone industry.
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