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Beijing, the capital of the People’s Republic of China, is
undergoing an unprecedented transformation. The Chinese
government is spending around US$40 billion to remake the
city into a modern symbol of China’s rising international
stature and growing economic strength. This investment is

Above: Migrant construction workers
walk past a billboard depicting the new
Beijing which they are building, often
under harsh conditions and brutal
wage exploitation. These workers
constitute up to 50 percent of all
migrant workers in China, a number
officially estimated at 150 million but
which may be higher.

transforming Beijing from a traditionally low-rise city of narrow

alleys and hutong courtyard homes dating from imperial times
to a city of broad avenues lined with newly built skyscrapers
and countless building sites. As many have commented, the
2008 Olympics is to be Beijing’s coming-out party.

The engine behind the creation of the new Beijing is the
estimated one to two million construction workers who toil on
the city’s building sites. The efforts of that largely invisible
army are too often rewarded by wage exploitation resulting
from unfair or non-existent contracts and the denial of basic
public social services. Workers routinely endure dangerous
work environments and lack any safety net, including medical

and accident insurance. A
dysfunctional  government
system of redress for workers’
grievances puts those who
protest such injustices under
threat of sometimes deadly
physical violence.

Chinese government authorities are well aware of the abuses
migrant construction workers face and have begun to make
the necessary policy adjustments in certain areas. A detailed
survey conducted by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
(CASS) issued in June 2007 and a report issued by the
Chinese government’s own State Council in April 2006
pinpoint many of the problems and show how extensive the
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That money Is one year of my blood,
how can you not give it to me?

Beij 'rhg-based migrant construction worker.

abuses are. But our research shows that a lack of rigorous
implementation of existing policies have created critical
policy gaps which leave migrant workers vulnerable to suffer
a range of serious human rights abuses.

This report addresses the abusive conditions endured by
Beijing’s migrant construction workers, detailing their
exploitation by employers and the failure of the Chinese
government to effectively address these violations. It draws
on interviews with migrant workers, analysis of Chinese
government studies not available in English academic
research, studies by other international organizations, and
published accounts in Chinese domestic and international
media.

Chinese labor law provisions apply to both migrant and non-
migrant workers. Yet despite vocal government assurances
that it recognizes the problems faced by migrant
construction workers and repeated official promises of long-
term systemic solutions, employers of migrant construction
workers still flout legal requirements that those workers be
paid each month in-full. Instead, migrant construction
workers must routinely wait until the end of the year to
receive a pay packet that is almost invariably smaller than
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Above: Demolition of a hutong in central Beijing. Hutongs are traditional
Chinese neighborhoods, though the term can also refer to narrow alleys
within these neighborhoods.

originally agreed. In some instances, they do not get paid at
all.

Migrant workers in China, and construction workers in
particular, are also vulnerable to high rates of injury and
death in working environments in which the majority of
employers fail to pay legally-required medical and accident
insurance.

While China’s Labor Law stipulates that there is medical and
accident insurance for all workers, China’s official
household registration system, or hukou, specifically
excludes workers who are not originally from Beijing from
public social welfare benefits including medical care.
China’s government has yet to clarify which of those
laws take precedence in determining the allocation of
public social welfare benefits, including medical care,



Below: Many hutongs are being demolished to make
way for high-end residential communities, shopping
malls, golf courses and, more recently, Olympic
venues, with many of their residents evicted without
consultation or fair compensation.

compounding the risks and potential financially ruinous
expenses of on-the-job accidents for migrant construction
workers.

Finally, on-site housing provided by employers to migrant
construction workers is of poor quality, overcrowded and
often lacks washing facilities. Workers say the quantity of food
which employers provide in exchange for daily wage
deductions of seven to 10 Yuan (US$0.93 to US$1.33) is
inadequate for their needs and often inedible.

A series of often insurmountable obstacles prevent many
workers from seeking redress for these violations through
legal channels. Migrant construction workers who are victims
of wage exploitation and other abuses are entitled to redress,
a process that begins with mediation, moves to arbitration if
mediation is unsuccessful, and then concludes with lawsuits
against employers should arbitration fail. In practice,
however, most workers are stymied in their efforts to pursue
such redress due to their lack of legal residency status in
Beijing, lack of contractual proof of their claims, or both.
Workers seeking government assistance to obtain their
unpaid wages complain of sluggish bureaucracy, high legal
costs, and long waits.

Migrant construction workers
in Beijing, where the ratio of
available jobs is usually
outstripped by the number of
job-seekers constantly flowing
in from the countryside, are
faced with the choice of
moving to new construction
sites where conditions will
likely be similar, or continuing
to work for an exploitative employer in the hopes that wages
will eventually be paid. The alternative—to quit their jobs
unpaid and return to the poverty of the countryside—is
unthinkable for the majority of such workers as their families
rely on them to return with desperately-needed cash to pay
otherwise unaffordable costs such as medical expenses and
their children’s tuition fees.

China’s labor laws forbid workers to form and join
independent unions or conduct collective bargaining outside
the state-affiliated All-China Free Trade Union (ACFTU). The
vast majority of migrant construction workers are not
members of the ACFTU due to the ACFTU’s traditional focus on
recruiting non-migrant workers to fill its ranks. Research
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