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Tackling the 800 Pound Gorilla in the Room:
Linking China to the Struggle Against Walmart

By Katie Quan

Introduction


In the preceding chapters, we have seen that Walmart is driving a worldwide economic race to the bottom, and that China is a critical part of that strategy.  The authors have demonstrated that the effect of “Everyday Low Prices” in China is to drive sweatshop labor down to ever lower levels, control supply chain logistics using new technology, and replicate management policies in a tightly regimented culture.  

While some regard Walmart as the ‘template’ for corporate success, others see it as the “poster child” for unethical, unbridled capitalism.  In New Dehli in February 2007, demonstrators burned “Walmart” in effigy in front of the Indian Parliament, as legislators debated the elimination of protections for small retailers from foreign competition.
  In 2006, a British union called for a general strike against Asda Walmart for refusing to bargain in good faith with union workers in its stores and distribution centers.
  And in the U.S. in the past decade, unions and community organizations have mounted dozens of grassroots campaigns to stop Walmart from locating in their communities and forcing wages down or small businesses to close.  Campaigns like these seek to limit Walmart’s ability to impose its race to the bottom agenda, and have become part of a growing citizens movement for corporate ethics, social responsibility, and decent standards.


However in China, reception to Walmart has been mixed.  In spite of its extreme abuse of Chinese workers (Chan and Siu, Pun and Yu, this volume) and relentless pressure on Chinese suppliers to accept lower prices (Xue, this volume), the Chinese government still views Walmart as one of its most important business investors.  Despite Walmart’s initial refusal to allow union organizing, now Chinese unions seek a harmonious relationship with Walmart.
  Even former Walmart managers like Edward and Li Shan who quit Walmart for positions that were less regimented, have ambiguous feelings towards the company and still regard themselves as “Walmart people.” (Davies, Myers, this volume) 


However there is growing evidence of dissatisfaction and organized resistance to Walmart in China.  This is particularly true in the field of labor rights, where the Chinese unions have challenged Walmart’s anti-union policies, and where the question of what kind of union will take hold is being watched with much interest (Chan, this volume).  As we shall see from additional information provided in this chapter, there is also news of unrest in Walmart’s supply chain factories, where horrendous working conditions are forcing workers to fight back, and in some cases to strike and form unions.  This picture of emerging labor strife may surprise some in the West who have believed that Chinese workers have no choice but to passively accept their conditions.  However this growing collective agency bears careful examination, because it could become the basis for a strategic link between workers and other social movement activists inside and outside of China.  


If Chinese labor is critical to Walmart’s global strategy, then Chinese workers should be critical to labor’s global strategy against Walmart.  After all, if Chinese workers push back on Walmart, it lightens the load for everyone.  Yet among Walmart activists around the world, though there is increasing networking and collaboration, there has been almost no contact with Chinese workers.  Chinese labor is truly an example of the (mixed) metaphor “800 pound gorilla in the room”—a mighty force that is known but not addressed.

How then, can this serious flaw be addressed, so that labor activists from the U.S. and China learn from each other and forge links that will be mutually beneficial?  This chapter will explore this question by providing an overview of labor struggles against Walmart in both the U.S. and China, an analysis of their strategies, and suggestions for further linkages.  My information comes from field observation of Walmart manufacturing and retail practices in China and the U.S., as well as secondary materials available in hardcopy and online.  My analytical framework is influenced by previous experience as a garment worker, labor organizer and participant in the global anti-sweatshop movement.
Walmart Organizing in the U.S. 


In the U.S., for nearly two decades a loose network of labor and community groups has been pushing back against Walmart’s corporate agenda. Unions have attempted to organize workers in Walmart stores, while others have demanded that Walmart be environmentally responsible, or have blocked Walmart from locating in their communities unless it adopts fair business practices and existing community living standards.  In many instances, labor and community groups have worked together in coalitions to bring maximum pressure against Walmart.  Today polls show that an increasingly number of Americans have a negative view of Walmart.
   


Although most of these organizing efforts have been initiated by independent citizens groups, their efforts have been greatly helped by “organizing hubs” that centralize and disseminate information about various struggles through websites, use email to alert thousands about the latest Walmart misdeeds, provide curriculum for students and toolkits for organizers, and sponsor other programs and research.  Key among them is Walmart Watch, a group founded by the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), Wake-up Walmart, a similar group founded by the United Food and Commercial Workers Union (UFCW), and the Walmart Alliance for Reform Now (WARN) that was founded by community groups in Florida. These hubs have effectively brought together local activists with no previous relationship to each other, elevated the visibility of small efforts that would otherwise have gone unnoticed, and become a useful information portal for researchers and policymakers.  

A complete discussion of all types of organizing efforts against Walmart is far beyond the limits of this chapter.  Therefore I have chosen to focus on labor and community organizing, because these two arenas represent the most visible collective organizing in the U.S.  

Worker Rights and Unionization


In the U.S., one of the biggest critiques against Walmart has been its low wages and substandard working conditions.  A 2004 report by the Democratic Staff of the U.S. House Committee on Education and Labor (Miller report) found that in the U.S., Walmart’s wages were between $8-10 per hour and health care insurance cost workers two thirds of the premium.  Because of this high cost of health care relative to wages, less than half of Walmart’s workforce was insured by the company’s health plan.  The total compensation package to Walmart workers was 20% lower than other workers in the retail industry.
  


Not only are Walmart workers compensated below industry standard, but some conditions are simply shocking. In 2005, the U.S. Department of Labor found 24 counts of child labor at Walmart, where children were operating hazardous chainsaws and cardboard balers.  This followed 1371 findings of child labor in 128 Walmart stores in 2004, and 1436 findings of child labor in 20 stores in 2000.
  As for women workers, in February 2007 a federal court affirmed certification of a group of California women who filed a class action lawsuit covering two million past and present female Walmart employees.  Their suit alleges that Walmart engaged in sex discrimination in pay and promotion, and retaliated against the women for complaining. This is the largest employment discrimination lawsuit in U.S. history.


Such reliance on low skilled jobs that pay low wages and benefits to gain higher profits is known among American economists as a “Low Road” business strategy.  It contrasts with a “High Road” strategy that mobilizes resources and upgrades labor skills for a high quality, high productivity, highly paid workforce.
  American unions are proponents of High Road strategies because it has been shown that they lead to a large middle class and a thriving business climate.
  This framework helps to provide a policy rationale for improving the conditions of working people in low income communities.

Many workers in the U.S. have attempted to form unions to improve their conditions, but Walmart is staunchly anti-union, a fact that it claims with pride.
   When managers hear of workers wanting to unionize, they can refer to the company’s toolkit on how to fight unions and count on the company to mobilize extensive resources to obstruct unionization.
  According to the Miller report, “Wal-Mart's labor law violations range from illegally firing workers who attempt to organize a union to unlawful surveillance, threats, and intimidation of employees who dare to speak out.”
 A 2004 International Confederation of Free Trade Union report to the World Trade Organization reported at least 60 complaints filed against Walmart at the National Labor Relations Board since 1995,
 and a 2007 Human Rights Watch report unequivocally concluded:

“Walmart has translated its hostility towards union formation into an unabashed, sophisticated, and aggressive strategy to derail worker organizing at its US stores that violates workers’ internationally recognized right to freedom of association.”
  


Not only do Walmart’s Low Road practices affect its employees, but they cause a downward drag on the wages of workers in the surrounding region.  A UC Berkeley report found that when Walmart enters a job market, wages and health benefits go down.
 Other studies have shown that Walmart’s presence has reduces employment and earnings for retail workers,
 and may have fewer community benefits than Walmart claims after all impacts are considered.


An illustration of this downward pull on wages is the 2004 southern California grocery strike. For decades union grocery store enjoyed a middle class standard of living.  However around 2000 when wages and benefits averaged $18.25 per hour, Walmart began to compete in the grocery market by opening Supercenters that sold groceries in addition to dry goods, and paid half the wages and few of the benefits of unionized workers.
  At the bargaining table in 2001, worried union grocery owners demanded and received deep wage and benefit reductions. 
  Three years later at the bargaining table, union employers demanded further concessions, but southern California union members decided this was unacceptable, and voted to strike.  After a four month strike by 70,000 union members and lock-out by the supermarket chains, a settlement was reached that greatly reduced wage standards and benefits.
 Working conditions were now not much better than those at Walmart.
  

Labor-Community Coalitions


In addition to labor conditions, many American communities have become concerned that Walmart’s business practices also negatively affect local communities and lead to taxpayers subsidizing Walmart.  Studies have shown that “big box” retail stores (where goods formerly found in separate stores are now for sale under one roof) push small and medium sized stores out of business,
 and do not generate as much revenue as locally owned businesses.
  A 2005 report by the UC Berkeley Center for Labor Research and Education found that Walmart paid wages so low that many employees qualified for public assistance, costing California taxpayers $86 million per year.
  The Miller report concluded, “While charging low prices obviously has some consumer benefits, mounting evidence from across the country indicates that these benefits come at a steep price for American workers, U.S. labor laws, and community living standards.”


Resistance to this lowering of living standards comes in many forms,
 but the main grassroots organizing centers on “site fights” where citizen groups attempt to block Walmart from locating in a community, unless it negotiates community benefits agreements (CBAs) that establish terms for building and operating Walmart stores to protect local businesses and the local tax structure, preserve environmental and health standards, or otherwise ensure that local living standards are not compromised by Walmart.


An example of a site fight can be found in Inglewood, California (near Los Angeles) where Walmart attempted to locate in 2003. Walmart appealed to the community on the basis of creating jobs, which initially resonated with the largely African American community that had a poverty rate of 22.5%.  Inglewood’s African American mayor supported Walmart, as did prominent Black leaders like John Mack of the Urban League who said, “I’d rather have a person on somebody’s payroll—even if it isn’t at the highest wage—than on the unemployment roll.”
  However on the other side, a large coalition of unions and community organizations that included the Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy mounted an aggressive campaign to block Walmart from locating there, enlisting the support of noted civil rights activists like Rev. Jesse Jackson.  Jackson’s message to Inglewood residents was similar to the one he would later deliver in his hometown of Chicago:

Some may say ‘these jobs are better than no jobs,’ and are attracted to Walmart's promise of ‘jobs and low prices,’ especially in these times of high unemployment and the need for community economic development. But a closer look at Walmart exposes it as a Confederate economic Trojan horse. On the outside, it looks like a show horse. But open it up and what do you see: jobs at welfare level wages; jobs without health care benefits; jobs without the right to organize; a Walmart that forces out local small business and throws their workers into the unemployment lines….

This message proved effective.  On April 6, 2004, Inglewood residents voted 61% to 39% to reject Walmart’s entry to the community, apparently signaling that they wanted quality jobs, not jobs at just any low wage. 


Another example of a community benefits struggle against Walmart can be seen in the Maryland Faire Share effort.  In 2004, the state of Maryland spent $350 million a year on health care coverage for the uninsured, a taxpayer burden that its residents were carrying because of the four largest employers in the state only Walmart was not paying its fair share of employee medical coverage.  A statewide coalition of religious, business, labor and community groups formed the Maryland Health Care for All! Coalition and launched a grassroots campaign, uniting 1100 organizations to support a bill that required all for-profit employers with 10,000 or more employees to contribute at least 8% of payroll to either health care for its employees or a new Fair Share Health Care Fund that would be augment federal medical funds for the poor.
  The bill passed both houses of the state legislature by wide margins.  However, Walmart actively opposed this bill, and on May 19, 2005 the Governor vetoed the bill, with a Walmart vice-president at his side.  Seven months later, the legislature voted to over-ride the governor’s veto, however subsequent legal challenges led by Walmart ended in the defeat of this bill.


We can see from these examples that in the U.S. organizing against Walmart is taking place among workers and grassroots community groups to fight for better working conditions and defend existing community living standards.  These struggles use traditional methods like unionization, filing lawsuits, and passing legislation, but they also increasingly use new tools like community benefits agreements that force firms like Walmart to negotiate with community groups about the terms of construction and operation of Walmart stores.  Labor unions are a key actor in many of these struggles, not just in unionization attempts but in labor-community coalitions.  Moreover unions provide resources to link the different struggles against Walmart into an online network that links local struggles into a campaign that is much greater than the sum of its parts.  The relationship of the various actors in these campaigns can be represented as follows:
[Insert Figure 1 here.]
Walmart Organizing in China

As we have learned from the authors in this volume, Walmart’s Low Road strategy has been dependent on China for cheap manufacturing labor, where 80% of the goods in its stores are produced. In addition, Walmart is looking beyond manufacturing labor to China’s vast potential consumer market, as a growing middle class in a country of 1.3 billion people can afford to shop in its stores. Therefore when looking at Walmart labor in China, the situation of workers in both manufacturing and retailing needs to be considered.


There is a common impression in the West that Chinese workers don’t fight back against abuse.  However the numbers of labor disputes are surprisingly high.  According to official Chinese news reports, the number of labor lawsuits increased 95% from January 2008 to 2009, and nearly tripled in the southern coastal areas where export processing is located.  This increase is attributed partially to the economic crisis that led to many factory closures with backpay due, as well as implementation of the Labour Contract Law in January 2008, which many employers violated by firing long term employees or refusing to give them employment contracts.
 By the end of the First Quarter 2009, the rate had slowed to 59% more lawsuits than the same quarter the year before, for a total of 98,568 cases.
 Still, at that rate there could be nearly 400,000 lawsuits in 2009, not to mention the untold numbers of disputes that were never recorded. Quite likely among these were factories that supply to Walmart.

Not only is there a rise in the number of disputes, but according to some analysts there is also a significant change in how Chinese workers view labor rights and long term labor relations.  According to the Hong Kong-based watchdog group China Labour Bulletin (CLB), whereas in the past most worker complaints involved basic grievances such as obtaining unpaid wages (often after the workers left employment), in the past year a number of large scale and sectoral work actions and strikes, have involved collectively negotiating for improvements on the job and labor rights in general.  CLB claims that this indicates maturing consciousness about labor rights that now begin to look like building a labor movement.
  
Examples of this new labor activism can be found in labor struggles at Walmart stores and distribution centers.  In preceding chapters, we got a picture of working conditions in Walmart stores (Unger et al, Otis, Davies, this volume), and a detailed account of the unionization of China’s Walmart stores (Chan, this volume).  In fact, a scan of Chinese language blogs reveals dozens of other labor disputes inside Walmart stores
, such as the case involving 55 workers at Walmart’s non-union procurement center in Shenzhen, who in January 2008 staged a two-day sit-in at the company’s conference room demanding backpay for overtime incurred prior to August 2007. Instead of overtime pay as required by law, the workers had been given “compensatory time off,” or actually laid off when work was slow. They may have been tipped off to the possible illegality of this practice when in August 2007 the company asked employees to sign an overtime pay waiver, and those who had refused to sign it were not given any overtime work.
  


The unionization effort, the struggle of workers like Gao Haitao to build a union that was accountable to the members, the sit-in for unpaid overtime, and even the struggles of middle managers against layoffs are examples of labor disputes that followed traditional patterns of industrial relations involving organizing and collective bargaining, where the union had an active role.  This type of labor relations exists primarily among the formal, standard workforce, where the workers are paid lawful wages and benefits by a direct employer.


However, in the 16,000 or more supplier factories where workers toil in extremely abusive conditions, workers experience another type of labor relations, where there is an indirect relationship with Walmart, and unions are practically nowhere to be found.  Due to pressure from labor rights activists with roots in the anti-sweatshop movement, Walmart has acknowledged some responsibility for working conditions in these factories, but its standards are not enforced and conditions may even be worse than non-monitored factories (Pun and Yu, this volume). Yet as we will see later in this section, though these workers also sometimes organize themselves at a grassroots level for better working conditions and dignity, in spite of retaliation by the employer, intimidation from the government, and lack of support from the ACFTU.


As for resistance to Walmart’s establishing stores in local communities, there is some evidence that local governments have denied access to Walmart because of inability to reach agreement on mutual benefits,
 and many local governments favor local businesses because taxes revenue stays local, whereas Walmart’s taxes would go to its headquarter city according to Chinese law. 
  In these cases, resistance takes place at the government level and does not involve grassroots campaigning among ordinary citizens, or by unions.  


As we saw in the earlier section of this chapter, American campaigns have been greatly aided by academic research that supports a Low Road vs. High Road theoretical framework.  However in China, such kind of scholarly discourse has not yet emerged. There is some scholarly critique of current economic policies leading to widening income disparity, but these voices are rather marginalized.  There are some labor scholars who advocate for workers rights and even for their democratic voice within unions, however their social impact is small.  Relatively little mainstream academic work has been done to build a body of data and theory that addresses some of the extreme violations of labor law and social conditions currently found in China, and links these to contemporary economic theories that would be the basis for policy initiatives that provide for narrowing income inequality.  Instead arguments for globalization, economic development and economic efficiency dominate arguments with social concerns.
Examples of Labor Struggles in Walmart’s China Supply Chain


As a result of the exploitative conditions in Walmart supplier factories noted by authors in this volume and elsewhere, labor disputes have been numerous in Wal-Mart supplier factories. For example, there is a high profile lawsuit filed in Los Angeles in 2005 by the International Labor Rights Forum on behalf of Walmart workers in six countries including China on violations of labor law,
 and one filed in 2004 by several hundred south China toy workers who were poisoned by cadmium, a toxin that is banned in the U.S. but was used to make batteries in toy factories that produced for Walmart among others. In the latter case, Walmart retaliated by filing a suit against Hong Kong human rights groups for helping the workers.
  


Much lower in profile are the thousands of small cases of labor organizing that are unreported, or reported only in the Chinese press.  Just one example is the labor dispute at Ju Won shoe factory in 2007, a Taiwanese owned manufacturer of the American Eagle brand for Walmart located in the southern Chinese manufacturing city of Dongguan.  The workers had long complained of excessive overtime:  12 hour days without a single day off in a month, low wages, and other issues.  In May their anger reached a tipping point when the employer delayed payment of wages for the second month in a row.  Complaints to the local government’s labor authorities went unanswered.  On June 1, the workers took matters into their own hands by going out on strike and blocking the road outside the factory.  They were disbursed by local police who beat the workers and seriously injured one.  When asked by reporters why they had blocked the road, one worker from Hunan replied, “When the government didn’t respond to us, they were certainly in cahoots with the employer.  We decided to block traffic, and then they finally paid attention.”
 The New York based labor support group China Labor Watch issued a call for international activists to demand that Walmart intervene to improve the workers’ conditions
, however within days the striking workers agreed to a settlement where the employer agreed to pay backwages owed, on the condition that the strikers quit their employment.  In the weeks subsequent to the Ju Won case, several other strikes took place in Dongguan, leading one local media outlet to characterize labor conditions as a “ticking time bomb.”
    

In another dispute involving a Walmart supplier, 200 workers in a toy factory known as Tai Qiang in the southern city of Shenzhen were harassed and defeated in their attempt to form a union.  According to a 2007 report by a Hong Kong based group called Students Against Corporate Misbehavior (SACOM) in 2004 the workers formed a club inside the factory known as a “Compassion Group” to “collect books and to voluntarily contribute funds to buy stationary, periodicals, and other objects for entertainment.”  Some time later the members of this Compassion Group decided to form a union to “better build a bridge linking the workers and the management, create a balanced bilateral labour-capital relation, and uphold a platform of dispute resolution through consultation and negotiation.” The employer retaliated by firing the leaders.  Although the local ACFTU sent a representative to the scene, a pro-company union that was not supported by the workers was installed.  When the workers wrote a letter to Walmart asking it to “assume responsibility for these violations in order to safeguard the international reputation and image of your corporation,” Walmart never responded to the workers.
   


Perhaps the most widely reported case of labor organizing in a Walmart supplier was the 2004 strike of 10,000 workers at the Japanese-owned Uniden phone manufacturing plant outside of Shenzhen.  For eight days the mostly women workers left their jobs for higher pay and benefits, better dorm and restroom facilities, and the right to form their own union.  Scuffles with the police took place, and some strike leaders disappeared. According to a 22 year old worker from Hunan, "There were some minor scuffles and, shortly after that, the policemen backed away and just blocked the entrance. So we staged a sit-in." In the end the workers went back to work with the promise of being allowed to have union representation; however Uniden put in new management that later reneged on that promise.  Nevertheless, it is likely that we will hear from the Uniden workers again.  This strike in 2004 was the fifth at the factory since it was established in 1987.


 These examples illustrate the bold steps that an increasing number of migrant workers are taking to stand up for their rights and organize unions. Even though they are from the countryside, with little knowledge of labor law or organizing experience, they have a keen sense of self-dignity and justice, believe that “in unity there is strength,” and that unions will improve their conditions.  Unfortunately these workers have virtually been abandoned by the ACFTU, so that any gains that they may make through bargaining or striking are not likely to be embedded in lasting, legally-enforceable contracts.  


A handful of these migrant worker activists have been trained by labor NGOs that have stepped into the void left by the ACFTU to provide legal services and labor rights training to migrant workers.  Across China there are several dozen of these labor NGOs, and many are concentrated in southern China where Hong Kong human rights activists began to do outreach in the 1990s. Over the past two decades, it is mainly through the work of these organizations that the world has come to know about labor exploitation in China’s export zones.  Unfortunately labor NGOs operate in a politically undefined area:  allowed to exist by law, yet often harassed and intimidated by the local security bureau because they are seen as potentially political provocateurs.  This greatly limits their ability to carry out large scale public campaigns on behalf of workers. 

Summary


In China, collective organizing against Walmart has occurred at the workplace in two distinct arenas:  1)  among store employees involving unionization, union-building, collective bargaining, and other traditional industrial relations activities, and 2) among migrant workers in Walmart’s supplier factories where the union is not present and there is no formal course to resolving disputes.  The cases profiled here are part of a general a rise in labor activism among Chinese workers that is characterized by a higher number of labor disputes, as well as a qualitative shift towards job actions and collective bargaining to make existing jobs better.

With the notable exception of the national unionization effort, none of these struggles involved coordinated campaigns or coalitions with civil society actors, though some supply chain struggles may be assisted by labor NGOs.  The relationships in the China organizing against Walmart can be shown in the diagram below:  
[Insert Figure 2 here]

Comparison and Analysis

A comparison of Figures 1 and 2 shows that in China the main type of collective resistance to Walmart is workplace disputes, where the goal is to improve working conditions and defend labor rights in the near term, while in the U.S. collective resistance takes place partly at the workplace, but also occurs in the broader community among grassroots efforts to set standards and policies that will balance power relationships with Walmart over the long term.  In China, Walmart is an employer to be dealt with, but in the U.S., Walmart has become the target for a wide range of actors who are fighting for social justice.

As for the roles of unions, in the U.S. labor unions have taken an active role in bringing together disparate groups into a common network to boost campaigning against Walmart, while in China the ACFTU took surprisingly bold steps in unionizing the stores and obtaining collective agreements, but has otherwise been absent in building union structure and leadership in Walmart stores or among the millions of workers who are exploited in its supplier factories. Moreover the ACFTU’s appointment of managers to head store unions, its refusal to engage rank and file concerns in collective bargaining (See Chan and Unger, this volume), amounts to collaborating with Walmart rather than campaigning against it.

Thus we have quite divergent experiences, practices, and views of Walmart in the U.S. and China.  In the U.S. campaigning against Walmart takes on an oppositional and confrontational mode, while in China resistance to Walmart is ambiguous:  a couple of bold steps by the ACFTU and spontaneous organizing among workers, but in the end the resistance reverts to accommodating to this important foreign investor and striving for harmonious labor relations.  Under these circumstances, one might ask if there is any basis at all for common dialogue and activity.  

Given the critical importance of China’s workers to Walmart’s manufacturing, and also China’s consumer base to its future sales, it is obvious that some way needs to be found to develop common dialogue and activity. The more that Chinese resistance to Walmart can be linked more closely with international campaigns, the stronger all voices will be.  Also, the more exchange and sharing of strategies that takes place, the greater capacity Chinese workers will develop to push back on the race to the bottom.  Any global Walmart organizing strategy needs to have a China strategy.

A glance at Figures 1 and 2 would indicate that building connections among labor activists might be a suitable entry point for dialogue and common activity.  Indeed, the early organizing drives in China with clandestine worker committees and even the struggles of Gao Haitao to transform his union into a worker-accountable model resonate strongly with trade unionists worldwide.  The risks that the Compassion Club members took to set up a union on their own, and the massive strike that the Uniden workers engaged in show that Chinese workers are willing to fight for dignity and self-respect.  It is precisely this new kind of labor activism among Chinese workers that presents an opportunity for forging ties based on labor activism.  


Another opportunity for cross border linkages might be in the ambiguity of the ACFTU’s behavior toward Walmart.  As Anita Chan pointed out in her chapter in this volume on the unionization of Walmart, the ACFTU is by no means monolithic, and when its official website says that the Walmart unionization effort “brings to trade unionists a new mission,” and “new adjustments in union work will be needed, be it in methods, in organizational structure, ways of identifying backbone activists, down to how to use union funds,” it is clear that reformers within the ACFTU are themselves are using the Walmart unionization success to push a new agenda.  Labor unions in the U.S. and China might use Walmart as a focus for dialogue that builds union diplomacy, and in practice actually contributes to a reform agenda.  


However this last entry point would require the U.S. labor movement to reverse its long-standing policy of isolating and boycotting Chinese unions for their status as a dependent arm of the Chinese Communist Party, and for aiding the Chinese government in suppressing labor and human rights.
  While principled concerns about human rights abuses in China are indeed justified, the refusal to deal with the ACFTU simply on the basis that it is attached to a communist party is reminiscent of Cold War hysteria, and furthermore is inconsistent with historical AFL-CIO relationships with undemocratic unions in Latin America, Africa, and Asia.
  Moreover, the strategy of isolating the ACFTU has not only been ineffective at reforming Chinese unions, it has also reinforced narrow nationalism in the U.S. and actually held back unions from developing coordinated responses to global capital.


In the mid-2000s the influential SEIU broke with this policy and began to hold talks with the ACFTU on a range of issues, from organizing and collective bargaining to Walmart.  In fact, SEIU supported a tour of Chinese trade unionists to the U.S. that is said to have had strong influence on the ACFTU’s decision to target Walmart for organizing.
  In August 2009 Change to Win (CTW), the new labor federation that SEIU and the UFCW among others co-founded, signed an historic agreement with the ACFTU pledging to “exchanges around creating green jobs in China and the U.S., joint research on global companies operating in the U.S. and China, bringing workers from global companies together to share experiences with labor’s involvement in the economic recovery and practices in organizing, and developing trade policies that will advance workers’ interests.
  It is too early to tell whether this breakthrough will influence the AFL-CIO to also establish formal relations, but it is likely that human rights issues will need to be addressed in order for those talks to progress.


    As the opportunity for union diplomacy between American and Chinese unions moves forward, in addition to those high level discussions it will be critical to undertake joint projects on the ground.  Often in talks between parties that are separated by language, culture, and history, dialogue breaks the ice but can only skim the surface.  However joint activity can produce a much deeper understanding of similarities and differences that exist, and provide a firmer foundation for future collaboration.  Examples of these joint projects might be to send staff to observe each others’ collective bargaining or organizing campaigns in depth, or to send union officers to participate in each others’ leadership development programs. 

 Parallel to engaging in formal union diplomacy, it would be helpful to have people-to-people diplomacy.  In the 1960s when diplomatic relations did not exist between China and the U.S. governments, people-to-people “ping pong diplomacy” proved to be an important way to build ties between the citizens of the two countries at a grassroots level.  Just as sports and cultural exchanges during that period helped to thaw icy relations, so might worker-to-worker and civil society exchanges help build mutual understanding about issues of common concern, experiences of civil society participation in policymaking, the role of non-governmental organizations, and so forth.  Examples of valuable activity might be internships in each others organizations, shadowing of counterparts, and social networking on the internet.  


A third strategy might be to have focused scholarly exchange that provides research and training support for union and people-to-people diplomatic efforts.  There are already some Chinese labor scholars in the U.S., and a handful of American labor scholars have been to China, but their interests are diverse and not necessarily focused on improving relations between labor in the two countries.  Examples of joint research and education topics might include collective bargaining strategies, sustainable economic development, coalition building in civil society, and so forth.
Conclusion


Walmart might be the race-to-the-bottom template for global capitalism in the 21st century, but its extreme abuse of workers and destruction of local communities has generated a worldwide grassroots social movement that is pushing back. In the U.S. this opposition has a broad grassroots character, with unions, community activists, and policymakers attempting to establish labor and community living standards that hold the line against the race to the bottom.  These efforts are mostly spontaneous and independent, though they are linked loosely through union-sponsored internet organizing hubs. In China public opposition to Walmart has mainly been around labor rights: unionization and industrial relations disputes in Walmart stores, as well as struggles among workers in supplier factories to gain better working conditions and sometimes to form unions. These struggles reflect a rise in labor activism in China, as well as an emerging consciousness among workers about labor rights and the need to change working conditions over the long term. 

Currently, anti-Walmart struggles in the U.S. and elsewhere are not connected to those in China.  Yet the massive volume of production of Walmart products in China and its growing consumer base indicate that linking Chinese anti-Walmart struggles with those outside China is of strategic importance, and could benefit both workers in China as well as all global citizens.  The challenge is to find opportunities to break through this isolation and link Chinese workers into worldwide anti-Walmart efforts. 


Overall, three parallel efforts are key to bridging this isolation:  union to union diplomacy, people to people diplomacy, and exchange and collaboration among labor academics.  As Nelson Lichtenstein points out in the first chapter of this volume, “From the mines and mills of Victorian Britain to the shipyards and shoe factories of contemporary East Asia, the search for a higher standard of living and a more democratic society has often disputed and displaced business practices and plans that once seemed rational and efficient. The revolt of these millions may yet represent an insoluble challenge to the world Sam Walton built.”  With Chinese workers as strategic partners, indeed they may.
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