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Introduction

All  the  factories  examined  in  the  Chennai  mobile  phone  industry  make 
frequent use of two types of employment contracts for new workers, trainee 
and  ‘contract  labour’,  which  allow  low  wages  very  close  to  the  legal 
minimum and maximum ‘flexibility’ since the workers can be terminated at 
short notice. Trainee and contract labour positions are legally different from 
the most sought after positions, those as permanent workers, which come 
with annual salary increments and better job security. Trainees are officially 
seen as company employees but are, as the name indicates, undergoing an 
educational  program  rather  than  having  regular  employment.  This  takes 
place  under  a  time-limited  contract  in  which  also  the  salary  and  other 
benefits  remain  fixed.1 Contract  labourers  are  employed  by  an  entirely 
separate  company  and  hired  to  the  factory.  For  most  positions  in  the 
factories  there  was  little  difference  in  the  actual  work  done  by  those 
employed in the different categories.

The experiences of  trainees and contract labour are discussed separately 
below.  After  this  follows  a  separate  section  on  the  company-led  enquiry 
hearings  which  are  the  first  points  of  justice  for  workers  threatened  by 
dismissal.

Short term work with few opportunities to learn permanent skills

Much of the labour protests in the mobile phone industry have been related 
to the abuse of  the short-term contracts for  trainees and contract labour 
where  the  salaries  were  deemed  too  low  and  many  workers  became 
dismissed.  Especially  the trainees have been kept as officially  recognised 
employees of the companies for several years but on low wage contracts. 
And given the slightest excuse, workers have been dismissed for often very 
minor offences. This has been especially the case when the training period is 
over and the six month probation period starts.  Protests have on several 
occasions  led  to  workers  being  suspended  for  months  while  disciplinary 
hearings  take place.  This  happened at  both  Nokia  and Foxconn  in  2010. 

1 Other  than  the  increases  which  might  come  whenever  the  Tamil  Nadu  Government 
increases the minimum wages in the state.



While suspended the workers have to survive on sustenance support from 
the  company  at  times  complemented  by  whatever  minor  support  their 
colleagues can provide. Foxconn for example stated that it had paid 2,300 
rupees per month, well below the minimum wage but presumably legal, to its 
suspended workers.2

It was very difficult in interviews to distinguish between the work done by 
permanent  employees  to  that  done  by  trainees  and  contract  workers. 
Workers, management and other respondents all agreed that trainees and 
contract labourers were largely used side by side to the permanent workers 
with no particular difference in the tasks carried out.3 Combined with young, 
often female workers, who only tend to stay in the job for a few years the 
system appears to be set up to demand new short-term workers. Salcomp 
has gone the furthest in hiring women who make up 95% of its workforce. 
Workers are between 18-25 years old and 90% are completely fresh with no 
previous factory experience at the time they join the company. According to 
one Salcomp manager : Our operators generally leave after 5 years when 
they get married. After marriage they can no longer commute and thus have 
to quit.4 The high production rate in all these factories makes it tough work. 
But for poor, young people it can also offer some amount of recognition as 
they  are  now  seen  as  proper  factory  workers  where  before  they  were 
nothing. They get ID cards and are recognised by the government as having 
the right  to pension support  (via the so called Provident  Fund).  They get 
uniforms which also allow a somewhat increased status.5
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2 Interview with Foxconn management, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

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

4 Interview Salcomp management, Sriperumbudur, 3/3 2011.

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



wage min 
wage

Salcomp 95% 4,500 800 400 4200d 18 + 6 4200c

Foxconne 1,500 5,000 1,400 8,000-
9,500f

2,600 3,680 2,000 12 + 6 5,000

Flextronics
g

40% 1,700 40% 6,000 60% 4,130- 
5,500

- - -

Note: Based on company information provided in interviews carried out 3/3 - 7/3 2011 at the Sriperumbudur factories.
a) Women workers of the total workforce
b) Trainee period + probation time
c) Food allowance 1,200 rupees per month, 7,500 marriage gift rupees, religious gift 2,500 rupees (Agreement between Nokia  
India and Nokia India Workers Progressive Union 2010).
d) The legal minimum wage is 3,700 rupees according to Salcomp. On top of salary is transportation 1,200 rupees, ESI +  
Provident Fund 18% of salary, food 850 rupees, night shift allowance 48-75 rupees per week.
e)  For the Foxconn unit in the Nokia SEZ. The legal minimum wage is 3,680 rupees according to Foxconn. In addition there is  
ESI, Provident Fund, subsidised transport and food. There is also an interest free loan of 25,000 rupees. 600-700 workers stay in  
the Foxconn hostel at 750 rupees per month, also a subsidised rate.
f) Salary for workers of 2-4 years of experience.
g) The legal minimum wage is 3,680 per month according to Flextronics. Bus cost Rs. 100 and food cost Rs. 100 are deducted  
from salaries representing a subsidised cost. Night shift allowance of 15 to 30 rupees per day extra. ESI since Jan 2011.

Even though all the mentioned salaries are above the legal minimum wage in 
Tamil Nadu, further protest can be expected when workers do not feel they 
are receiving a living wage and earn significantly less than similar workers in 
other  nearby  factories.  As  comparison  to  the  salaries  paid  in  the  mobile 
phone industry a Hyundai worker was found to earn 31,586 rupees before 
taxes and deductions (gross salary) in July 2010.6 This was for a worker with 
ten years of experience, which is more than anyone has in the mobile phone 
industry,  but  for  a  Technician  with  a  similar  industrial  training  degree  to 
those at  least  some of  the most  qualified  will  have in  the mobile  phone 
factories.  A  Nokia  industrial  training  graduate,  currently  employed  as  an 
Operator, has seen his wage payments move up from 3,286 rupees in early 
2006, when he was employed as a trainee, to the most recently available 
16,190 rupees  (gross  earnings)  for  early  2011.7 While  this  represents  an 
increase by four times, the salary it is still only about half of what the worker 
in the nearby Hyundai factory is earning.

Trainee without training
Trainees are widely used by all  the companies when employing new staff 
except  Flextronics.  A  Trainee  “means  a  person  engaged  as  learner  to 
undergo training in a job/trade for a specified period to be expressed in the 
contract of training with payment of stipend … The company is not obliged to 
employ him after the completion of training period”. The training period can 

6 (Hyundai Motor India Limited 2010)

7 (Nokia India Pvt Ltd 2006; Nokia India Pvt Ltd 2011). The present salary was up from about 
11,000 in Jan 2011. In 2010 it varied between about 7,700 and 20,400 (average 10,000-
12,000) depending on the inclusion of various extra allowances and an 8,000 rupee bonus in 
the month of October. 



not  continue  for  more  than  three  years  (Joint  Commissioner  of  Labour, 
Chennai 2008, para.3.5). There are several problems with the use of trainees 
however.  To  start  with  everyone  interviewed,  including  managers,  agreed 
that  there  was really  not  much training involved for  trainees beyond 1-2 
weeks of initial education, largely conducted on-the-job. Within this time a 
worker could be expected to take his or her place on the production line and 
shortly thereafter keep up in productivity with the more experienced workers. 
At  Salcomp it  seemed to  take  60  days  before  the  productivity  of  a  new 
worker on a particular line of transformers was fully in line with that of an 
experienced  worker.8 Flextronics  had  much  higher  expectations  of  its 
workers.9

Another problem with trainees is the much lower salaries. Instead of a salary 
trainees  receive  an  “education  allowance”  and  a  “stipend”.  Once  their 
trainee contracts are over they have no right to further work for the company 
but are put on probation. This probation period is usually for 6 months but 
can be extended if for example a worker is shifted (against his/her will) to a 
different department. The uncertainty of a trainee job was made clear by a 
Nokia contract signed in 2009 where “the company reserves the right in its 
sole discretion of terminating your engagement during the Training period 
without  assigned  any  reason  by  giving  one  month’s  (30  days)  notice  or 
payment of one months stipend, in lieu of notice.” Once the training was 
completed the worker had no claim to being hired permanently according to 
the contract.10 Foxconn had very similar terms in a 2006 trainee contract but 
offered no compensation if employment was terminated.11 It was also up to 
the discretion of  management to prolong training:  “the period of  training 
may further be extended if deemed necessary at the sole discretion of the 
management for such period as may be fixed by the management and at the 
end of the extended period your training period will come to an end.”12 It is 
not clear whether it would be legal to extend the period of training beyond 
two years which seems to be the maximum used at present.

In almost all work trainees, contract labour and permanent workers share the 
tasks  but  the  salaries  and  the  job  security  of  permanent  workers  is 
significantly better. All companies stressed that all workers are treated the 
same in terms of access to facilities like transport,  food, health care and 
holidays.  In  the  cases  where  worker  representation  existed  via  worker 

8 Interview Salcomp management, Sriperumbudur, 3/3 2011.

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

10 (Nokia India Pvt Ltd 2009)

11 (Foxconn India Pvt Ltd 2006)

12 (Nokia India Pvt Ltd 2009)



committees these would be elected from all kinds of workers with no specific 
preference for the permanent ones. At the same time Nokia signed trainee 
contracts which specifically stated that “[i]t should be specifically understood 
that you [the worker] are not entitled to any benefit available to the regular 
employees of the company. But it is up to management to permit you to avail 
such benefits which they deem fit in your case […].”13

One union leader was of the opinion that the use of trainees in factories is 
only to cheat the workers.  If  they were made permanent they would get 
more money and improved job security. But not only are trainees used to 
create a casual labour force for the companies, there are many other terms 
in  use  as  well  in  various  companies  across  India.  For  example  there  is 
‘baddili’, a Hindi word which means alternative or replacement worker. Then 
there are ‘substitutes’ and also contract workers. All these terms are used to 
circumvent the laws, especially the Contract Labour Abolition Act.14 Foxconn 
further  managed  to  confuse  contract  terms  in  its  factory  by  offering 
“contract regularization” to one worker who had completed his trainee period 
and  probation.  But  this  was  not  the  same  as  becoming  a  permanent 
employee, something which was only granted to the said worker in 2010 
after much agitation.15

Despite  the  similarities  in  the  kind  of  work  that  is  being  carried  out 
companies keep trainees for about two years and have no specific policy in 
place for when to convert trainees into permanent. So far all the companies 
(with the exception of Flextronics) have been expanding and thus trainees 
have tended to become permanent employees but this can not last forever. 
The stated preference is to convert trainees to permanent but no policy was 
presented on how this would be done or what the criteria are for worker 
evaluation.

Contract labourI
Contract labour is a special category of workers in India meant for short-
term, though not day-to-day, sort of work. According to the national Contract 
Labour Abolition Act any permanent work related to the core activities done 
in a factory should be regularised, i.e. turned into a permanent position. But 
somehow  the  experience  of  the  mobile  phone  industry  is  that  labour 
agencies can be used to hire  people for  several  years  while  keeping the 
workers on low salaries and with very low job security. While on contract a 
worker  does  not  receive  any  annual  increments  to  salary  though  other 
facilities in the factory, as well as the work, appears to be the same as for 
other  workers.  One  union representative  said  that  demanding  permanent 

13 (Nokia India Pvt Ltd 2009)

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

15 Interview Foxconn employee. (Foxconn India Pvt Ltd 2008)



jobs for long-term contract workers is very difficult since the companies will 
simply  say  that  they  are  not  employing  any  workers  in  perennial  work 
despite us knowing that for example warehousing is staffed by temporary 
workers for years.16

Contract labour is not employed by the company where work is carried out 
but by an agent. The contract agents ensure that workers are on time, pay 
salaries and ensure statutory rules are enforced.17 It seems like many of the 
agents are the same between the companies of the Nokia SEZ. In the mobile 
phone industry it has come to be common to have contract labour in side 
businesses  like  security,  facilities  management,  canteen,  warehouse 
management and shipping. Even the health facilities are usually outsourced 
to  local  hospitals.  Contract  workers  are  either  hired  from  local  labour 
suppliers  or  from  multinational  companies  like  G4S  (security),  Sodexho 
(food), or DHL (logistics).

Management responses  tended to  see contract  workers  as  suitable  when 
they were in need to increase the number of workers with short notice. The 
main aim was to have permanent workers though this was not a policy per 
se. Though company representatives stated that they strive towards having 
a large share of permanent employees (Foxconn and Flextronics here being 
the exceptions who want to have a mix of  workers),  the actual  aim was 
simply to fill the factory floor as one HR manager responded. Foxconn was 
more open about using contract workers as a part of its policy since it allows 
a variation in its labour force. The management felt that such workers are 
unskilled  and do simple  work and wanted to  keep about  a  third  of  each 
category of workers (that is 1/3 permanent, 1/3 trainees and 1/3 contract 
workers).18 Flextronics has completely done away with the use of trainees 
since  it  employs  all  new staff  via  contract  agencies.  Once  workers  have 
proven to be good for a period of at least 1-2 years the company can choose 
to employ these permanently.19 It was not however possible to get a clear 
understanding of what the policy is for making contract workers permanent. 
It  would  appear  that  this  happens  based  on  a  case-by-case  approach 
whenever the company needs more staff.

As was the case for trainees, it was not possible to get an understanding of 
when and how contract workers are made permanent. Companies seem to 
not  have  an  open  policy  on  this  simply  since  there  is  no  legal  or  other 

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

17 Interview with Foxconn management, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

18 Interview with Foxconn management, Sriperumbudur, 7/3 2011.

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



demand  for  this.  In  addition  the  contract  workers  have  very  limited  job 
security since they are not even employed by the company. 

Enquiry hearings
In January 2010 there was what Nokia management described as “an act of 
indiscipline”, which lead to a number of its workers being suspended from 
work.  The management described this  as a feud between different  union 
factions and not really related to the work.20 The worker view was however 
that there was a sudden shift change which should not have been imposed 
on the workers.21 The suspended workers were later taken back by Nokia as 
part of the June 2010 wage settlement with the union.22 But local Nokia union 
representatives, also workers in the factory, were not sure if the cases had 
been completely dropped or whether they might resurface again later to be 
used against  them.23 The wage settlement  confirmed that  the  cases  had 
been dropped however:

It is agreed to have the 10 workers who had already been reinstated after 
the strike and the 48 workers who have been reinstated subsequent to 
agreements  on  14.07.2010  continue  working  without  any  disciplinary 
actions and that all demands placed in January and July 2010 strikes have 
been resolved in this agreement.24

A similar strike led to workers getting suspended at Foxconn in the Nokia SEZ 
in October 2010. The Foxconn workers (or at least a significant section of 
workers) wanted to get CITU recognised as the union of the factory. Since 
management has not agreed to this there is very little hope of them getting 
back their jobs. That is unless they agree to revert to the LPF union. At the 
time of writing 17 of 24 suspended workers had done this in order to save 
their jobs. Demanding workers would join the LPF union makes a mockery of 
the freedom of association.

Workers  found  themselves  suspended  and  facing  aggressive  enquiry 
hearings to save their jobs also when not having taken part in strikes or other 
forms  of  protest.  In  one  case  the  Foxconn  factory  supervisor  was  going 
through the locker of one worker and found a small piece of plastic from the 
production line. This was described by a worker as a waste item of no real 
value but the result was nevertheless suspension. In yet another incident a 
worker lost his job after complaining about a dog tooth found in his canteen 

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

21 Interview Nokia union member, Chennai, 24/2 2011.

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

23 Interview Nokia union member, Chennai, 24/2 2011

24 (Agreement between Nokia India and Nokia India Workers Progressive Union 2010, sec.9)



food. Two workers who joined in the protest were also dismissed.25 It is not 
clear what possibilities any of these workers can have to keep their jobs. The 
many strikes and other protests at Foxconn are however likely to make the 
company a bit cautious when it comes to firing too many workers for minor 
charges.

Once workers get suspended for breaking the (to workers) unknown standing 
orders, enquiry hearings are conducted. These hearings are held by factory 
management at the factories and are usually conducted by a lawyer hired by 
the company. There has been no evidence of government intervention in this 
process. For this study it has only been possible to study documents related 
to the Foxconn enquiry hearings. The process appears to be very slanted to 
the benefit of the company with aggressive letters sent in English to workers 
who are only really familiar with Tamil language. Hearings seem to be part of 
a  series  though  no  worker  interviewed  seemed  very  clear  on  what  the 
purpose  was  and  what  these  hearings  are  leading  towards.26 Documents 
made available to the researchers made no mention of what procedures and 
under what authority the company is conducting the enquiry. The worker is 
not allowed to bring a lawyer or any other outside representative in support. 
Only a worker currently employed can be brought in while the company has 
the right to have a lawyer.27 

Workers do have access to more independent forms of justice however. Once 
the enquiry hearing has been concluded it is possible to approach the labour 
court if justice was not done in the hearings. For this to be possible a worker 
will need a good lawyer to help prepare and file the case.28 With little money 
to pay lawyer fees, workers are likely to need the help of already financially 
stretched unions, or find one of the handful of lawyers who are willing to take 
up cases for free based on their own interest in the issues.

Conclusion

All the companies examined use trainees and/or contract workers as a low 
cost,  flexible  workforce  instead  of  employing  permanent  workers.  The 
training period extended to two years before workers were made permanent 
(or redundant) despite all sides agreeing that the training requirements were 
really only a matter of a few weeks. The main demand on the workers was 

25 Interview with Foxconn union members, Sriperumbudur, 14/2 2011.

26 Interview with Foxconn union members, Sriperumbudur, 14/2 2011.

27 Interview with Foxconn union members, Sriperumbudur, 14/2 2011. The process appears 
to be the same at Nokia. First a charge sheet has to be produced stating what the worker is  
accused  of,  then  an  enquiry  is  conducted  without  any  outside  worker  support  (Joint 
Commissioner of Labour, Chennai 2008, para.32.2).

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



for  them to  complete  12th grade  of  basic  education.  Flextronics  was  the 
company  which  most  clearly  expressed  its  ability  to  introduce  simplified 
procedures with a reduced need for education or specialised skills among the 
workers. The company only required 10th grade education among its workers 
following which the company had an even lower interest in paying anything 
beyond the very low legal minimum wage.

The case of using trainees for several years is especially peculiar when both 
workers and management interviewed agree that there is really not more 
than  a  few  weeks  of  actual  training  involved  before  any  worker  can 
participate fully on the production line. And once a worker has fulfilled the 
trainee period or the contract, there is no obligation for this person to be 
hired. Most of the companies responded that they are yet to frame a policy 
for  making  staff  permanent.  A  transparent  process  of  worker  evaluation 
according to a clear company policy, with the active involvement of unions, 
is much needed in India where security of work is one of the most sought 
after benefits.

In  factories  dominated  by  young,  often  female  workers  who  are  only 
expected to work for a few years due to the poor salaries before they get 
married  and  live  elsewhere,  there  is  an  especially  high  turnover  of  staff. 
Under such circumstances companies are expected to be able to keep the 
salaries low and the contracts insecure for a majority of its workers also in 
the future despite the existence of a large number of labour laws supposedly 
for the benefit of workers.
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