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Abstract: Industrial relations in China and Viet Nam are on the way to divergence. The official industrial relations actors in China have attempted ‘institutional cloning’ of key elements of modern industrial relations such as tripartite consultation and collective bargaining within the political limit imposed by the Party-state. This attempt of preemptive corporatism has so far failed to address the rising tide of various forms of labour disputes while yielding some positive results of gradual strengthening of official trade unions at the workplace. Industrial relations in Viet Nam are characterized by more vibrant associational dynamism at national and provincial levels, which is obvious in the co- existence of cooperation and competition between and within the industrial relations actors. Workers in Viet Nam display greater degree of spontaneous solidarity in the form of well coordinated ‘wildcat strikes’, which are accommodated by the government and the official trade unions at higher level.   
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During the last decade, the industrial relations landscape in East Asia has experienced significant changes. The economic crisis in the late 1990s in Indonesia, Korea and Thailand (to a lesser extent, Malaysia and the Philippines), and the decade long economic stagnation in Japan have altered the political economy of employment relations, bringing inevitable changes to labour markets and therefore industrial relations dynamism. However, most dramatic changes have taken place in the transition economies of East Asia, namely China, Viet Nam, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Mongolia. This article aims to review the transformation of industrial relations in the two most populous transition economies of East Asia, China and Viet Nam. These two countries were selected because of growing signs of divergent developments in industrial relations, despite similarities in their patterns of political and economic transition. 
1. Industrial Relations Developments in 1990s: China and Viet Nam in 1990s
China and Viet Nam share many common features in their approaches to economic and political reforms. Their economic reforms have taken gradualist approaches of restructuring state owned enterprises (SOEs) combined with a slow but steady opening-up of their markets in a clear contrast with the sweeping privatization seen in other former socialist economies of Central and Eastern European countries (CEEC). In the arena of political reform, both countries continue to maintain a monopoly of political power vested in the communist parties, which again distinguishes these countries from the former socialist economies of CEECs. 
The patterns of industrial relations transformation in both countries mirror common characteristics in their transition. Workers do not have the right to freedom of association. The All China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) in China and the Viet Nam General Confederation of Labour (VGCL) in Viet Nam continue to be the only officially sanctioned union organizations with close links to the communist parties. Known as transmission belts, these organizations have served as a part of state bureaucracies for decades before the economic transition, and assigned with the contradictory functions of representing the interests of both the workers and the Party-state. The economic reforms brought on market-based employment relations where the separation of interests between workers and employers became more obvious. It is in this new environment that the Parties and the unions have increasingly placed more emphasis on the role of unions to represent workers’ legitimate rights and interests instead of just being a top-down transmission belt between the Party and workers. 

Revisions of trade union laws (China in 1992 and Viet Nam in 1990), changes to the union constitutions (China and Viet Nam in 1993) and adoption of the new labour laws (China and Viet Nam in 1995) reflect the two countries’ efforts to modernize industrial relations and redefine the role of trade unions in the new environment of market-based employment relations. The parallel development of legislative frameworks took place independently of each other. There is little evidence of mutual learning and influencing (Chan and Norlund, 1998). Rather, the timing of the reforms reflects similar challenges faced in the early days of market reforms in two countries. 
Generally speaking, these legislative initiatives attempt to amalgamate new elements such as employment contracts, collective bargaining and agreements and new dispute settlement procedures with the socialist labour relations regime where there was supposed to be no line of separation between the interests of workers and employers, where unions acted as an intermediary between workers and managers, and where unions were expected to serve the Party’s policies. 


The introduction of modern elements of industrial relations such as collective bargaining and new dispute settlement machineries has created a space for the trade unions in both countries to start new experiments with collective bargaining at enterprise level and tripartite consultation at higher levels within the political limit of the socialist labour relations regime. In particular, another round of Trade Union Law revision in China (October 2001) and the Labour Code revision in Viet Nam (April 2002) has given further momentum for industrial relations actors to expand and accelerate the scope and pace of their experiments in both countries. And it is the recent industrial relations experiments which appear to lead to clearer signs of divergence. In the following sections, we will review the main developments of industrial relations experiments in both countries as well as their implications for future IR developments. 
2. Tripartite consultation institutions and processes in China and Viet Nam: 

Preemptive corporatism through institutional cloning of tripartite bodies in China
Industrial relations developments in China since 2000 can be described as a joint attempt at preemptive corporatism by the Party-state and the ACFTU. The revision of the Trade Union Law in 2001 neither altered the political environment for union operation nor addressed the representational deficiency of the trade unions at the workplace. However, it has opened up several new and significant institutional opportunities for the ACFTU to strengthen its influence vis-à-vis state administration at various levels by mandating tripartite consultation mechanisms. Articles 33 and 34 of the 2001 Trade Union Law provides a legal basis for unions’ participation at the government policy level on a wide range of labour and social policy issues, and tripartite consultation at various levels on major issues of labour relations. Based upon these provisions, tripartite actors in China have begun to establish tripartite consultation committees (TCCs), starting from the creation of the National TCC in 2001
. The national TCC is headed by the vice-minister of the Ministry of Labour and Social Security (MOLSS), the vice-chairperson of the ACFTU and the vice-president of the CEC (China Enterprise Confederation). The TCC has been established to improve coordination among the three parties in their efforts to develop harmonious labour relations, reflecting the overriding concern of the Party-state to maintain social stability through better labour relations (Lee and Clarke, 2003). 
As of December 2004, TCCs had been established in all provinces and most municipalities. Now tripartite joint efforts are being made to set up TCCs at district level. The pace at which TCCs have spread down to the lower levels of administration clearly indicates that this ‘institutional cloning’ of tripartite mechanisms was apparently conducted in a top-down manner. There is a certain degree of local variation in the actual operation of TCCs. For example, it has been reported that there are local TCCs (such as those in the Heilongjiang province) where broader labour policy issues such as employment and social security policy issues are discussed among the three parties. However, the author’s field visits and discussions with tripartite actors in various localities suggest that TCC’s mandate is generally limited to narrowly defined labour relations issues such as the promotion of collective bargaining, joint inspection of labour law enforcement and sometimes, new local regulations on industrial relations, as it is defined by the guidelines at the national level. 
In spite of the apparent top-down bureaucratic manner, the institutionalization of TCCs has been a catalyst of recent industrial relations evolution in China. TCCs have become a major vehicle for spreading new practices of ‘collective consultation on equal footing’
 across localities and sectors. Table 1 illustrates that the number of collective agreements has surged since 2001, which was the year that TCCs began to be established. According to ACFTU statistics, 103.5 million workers were said to be covered by collective agreements as of December 2003 (Zhang, 2005). The ACFTU has set a target of achieving 60% of collective bargaining coverage rate by the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. Of course, sudden increases in collective agreements can be more easily explained by bureaucratic competition to meet targets, than by a real increase of collective bargaining. Most observers – both foreign and domestic, including some officials of the government and ACFTU – agree that there are serious deficiencies in the current collective bargaining system in terms of the quality of the agreements and of the bargaining process. Indeed, many collective agreements tend to be a little more than the replication of legal minimum working conditions with minor modifications, while the collective bargaining process tends to be a ritualistic preparation of joint document with little or formalistic involvement of workers and without a genuine process of negotiation (Lee, Clarke and Li, 2004; Taylor, Chang and Li, 2003). However, as we will describe in following sections, the concerted campaign for ‘collective consultation’ has created a new industrial relations dynamism in a significant number of enterprises in China, with a possibility of gradual transformation of workplace trade unions. 
Table 1 Enterprises with collective agreements
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National labour politics in Viet Nam: the emerging articulation of interests

Viet Nam has also recently established a tripartite consultation mechanism at national level in accordance with the 2002 Labour Code. The tripartite consultation body in Viet Nam differs from its Chinese counterpart in a number of significant ways. 
Firstly, the national tripartite body in Viet Nam has a broader agenda for consultation, which covers virtually all issues related to labour policies including wages, social security, labour legislation and other industrial relations issues. This broader mandate of the national tripartite body generates more incentives for representatives of workers and employers to use this institutional channel for their influence over social and labour policy decision-making, while the National TCC in China, which has a narrower mandate, provides fewer incentives for representatives of workers and particularly employers to do so. Institutional incentives for social actors to use the national tripartite body for their own interests are further enhanced by the fact that the tripartite body in Viet Nam has a higher political status than in China - the tripartite body is represented by heads of all tripartite actors (Labour Minister, the Chairwoman of VGCL and the President of Viet Nam Chamber of Commerce and Industries) – not just by the deputy heads as in China. Furthermore, the Prime Minister is obliged to have an annual conference with the heads of tripartite parties to discuss major social and labour policy issues of national significance. 
Secondly, the tripartite interaction at a national level occasionally involves tense negotiations. An illustrative example is the tripartite debate on the overtime regulation. In 2002, VGCL succeeded in codifying their demand of limiting maximum overtime work to 200 hours per year into the revised Labour Code. At the last minute of the Labour Code revision process, however, VCCI and the textile and garment manufacturers’ association (whose members faced the prospect of heightened competition due to the elimination of the export quota set by the Multi Fibre Agreement which expired by the end of 2004) fought back and gained an exemption clause for certain sectors allowing maximum 300 overtime hours per year subject to the Prime Minister’s approval based upon consultation with VGCL and employers’ representatives (article 69 of the 2002 Labour Code). Later, the textile and garment manufacturers achieved the exemption for their sector from the Prime Minister. This indicates that the tripartite processes in Viet Nam do not merely conform to and execute State-Party policies, but provide opportunities for articulating the interests of labour and management, which results in occasional tensions and compromises. 
Employers in tripartite process at national and local levels: China and Viet Nam

Though there are subtle differences between the ACFTU and VGCL regarding their perceived relations with the Party-state and workers, both unions have similar characteristics as the officially sanctioned monopoly union with very weak democratic links with their constituents at the workplace. Perhaps, the most illustrative dimension revealing the different organizational and representational foundations for tripartite interest articulation at national and local levels is associated with the status of collective employers in national labour politics and tripartite interaction in the two countries. To put it simply, the institutional cloning of TCCs has started to give a new meaning to the officially designated employers’ organization in China, while the competition and cooperation between competing organizations of employers has given greater meaning to tripartism in Viet Nam. 

In its attempt to replicate the tripartite structure down to municipal and district levels, China faces a significant obstacle – that is, the absence or underdevelopment of employers’ organization at lower levels of administration. CEC (formerly known as China Enterprise Management Association) was established by the State Trade and Economic Commission (STEC) as China began to experiment with the decentralisation of the management of SOEs at the beginning of the 1980s. Its purpose was to maintain links between STEC and the SOEs that had formerly been under the direction of the State Planning Commission. In 1998, STEC authorised CEC to act as the representative of all enterprises in industrial relations matters and in 1999 issued instructions to all provincial governments requiring them to delegate this authority to CEC (Lee and Clarke, 2003). The members of CEC at the national level were traditionally the largest SOEs that came under the jurisdiction of the national government. As reform progressed, branches of CEC were established in all provinces and numerous municipalities to cater for the smaller SOEs that came under the jurisdiction of provincial and municipal authorities. 

This historical origin of CEC poses a problem for employers’ representation – on both a horizontal and vertical scale. The horizontal dimension refers to the question of which business associations would represent entire employers in China, as CEC alone obviously lack representational capacity. There are a number of business associations in China, including CEC, Gongshanglian (the organization of local, private businesses) and various associations ‘representing’ foreign investors, joint ventures and other types of businesses. Among them, Gongshanglian is known to have the most powerful lobby capacity, due to its membership basis in local private sector, and equally importantly due to its seat in the National People’s Congress and the National Political Consultative Body. Though CEC tries to become an umbrella organization of employers, for example, by appointing representatives of other business associations as deputy chairpersons of the CEC, there is little indication that these appointments improve inter-organizational coordination and cooperation. It appears that each organization enjoys its monopoly status within its territory, assigned by the relevant government authorities with little coordination among the associations. The vertical dimension of employers’ representation in China is related to the fact that CEC does not have its branches at lower level of the administration where TCC has begun to be already set up. At the lower level of administration where CEC has no branches, the local branch of the STEC is appointed as an official representative agency of employers. In some districts, representatives of employers are ‘elected’ from influential employers of the localities as an interim measure until a CEC branch is established. In this regard, the state’s imperative of replicating TCC has been driving the institutional ‘implantation’ of quasi ‘employer’ organizations’ down to municipal and district levels in China. 

On the other hand, the relationship between the evolution of tripartism and employers’ organizations in Viet Nam is markedly different from China. Initially the government had planned to establish tripartite bodies not only at national level, but also at provincial level. But in the end the government had to set up a national consultation body due to competition and conflict between the VCA (Viet Nam Cooperative Alliance) which had its membership base in cooperative and small enterprises, and the VCCI (Viet Nam Chamber of Commerce and Industries) which represented relatively large size enterprises of various ownerships. The problem was that the VCCI had its branches only in a number of the most industrialized provinces, while its political and economic importance surpassed the VCA. On the other hand, the VCA had branches in all provinces but its influence had declined due to the collapse and dismantling of the cooperative sector. It was the VCCI which opposed the establishment of tripartite mechanisms at province level as it feared that it would lead to a situation where employers would be represented by the VCA in most provinces where the VCCI has no branches. The tripartite debate on the rules of selecting employers’ representatives for tripartite consultation at provincial level is still underway. 
A noteworthy fact is that, despite its limited geographical coverage, the VCCI has far stronger representational credentials than its Chinese counterpart, CEC: VCCI encompasses both SOEs and all types of non-public enterprises (local private, joint ventures and foreign ventures), and has close organizational links with foreign investors’ associations as well as various sectoral business associations. The VCCI combines the function of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry with the function of employers’ organization: the function of employers’ organization is carried out by the Employers’ Activities Bureau within the VCCI. This gives an organizational advantage to the VCCI in representing various interests of businesses and employers in tripartite consultation. 
In addition to its competition with the VCA, there is both competition and cooperation between the VCCI and sectoral associations of businesses. This is more prominent in Southern Viet Nam where a number of semi-autonomous associations representing sectoral interests of local, private businesses are quite active (Nguyen and Stromseth, 2002). These sectoral associations sometimes compete with the VCCI for their political influence at local level. This is evident in the tripartite arbitration council in the Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) where it is the HCMC association of industries which sit on the council, while it is usually either the VCCI or VCA which represents employers in the arbitration council of all other provinces. However, the competitive relations between the different associations also co-exist with cooperative relations. For example, the president of the textile and garment manufacturer association is also the chair of the VCCI’s industrial relations committee. During the lobby for the exemption of the textile and garment sector regarding the overtime regulation, the VCCI worked closely with the textile and garment manufacturer’s association.  

This pattern of competition and cooperation between VCCI and other associations offers greater institutional opportunities for Viet Nam to channel and articulate the interests of employers through the official industrial relations process at supra enterprise level.  
3. Industrial relations process at enterprise level and its interaction with local industrial relations actors in China and Viet Nam

Due to the legacy of trade unions’ functions under socialist labour relations, trade unions at the enterprise level in both countries continue to be weak in their capacity to represent workers primarily through collective bargaining and industrial actions. Trade unions in China and Viet Nam continue to encompass all types of ‘workers’, including top managers. This originated from the nature of socialist employment relations where it was perceived that no conflicts of interests existed between the management and workers. This perception has easily become a convenient tool for management to dominate the workplace and control the unions in a new market environment. In both countries, the trade union leadership at the enterprise level is disproportionately dominated by staff members representing the management. 

However, the recent industrial relations experiments and evolution at and above the enterprise level have begun to impact on the way enterprise unions function. In this section, we will review changes at the workplace level and the interaction between industrial relations actors at workplace and higher levels, and discuss its implications for the future development of industrial relations in the two countries. 
Official incorporation, gradual transformation of workplace unions and containment of un-official IR actors in China
As we argued earlier, a series of legislation created space for new experiments of industrial relations within the political constraints of the Party-state in China and the establishment of TCC generated a new impetus for nation-wide campaign for ‘collective consultation on equal footing’ at the enterprise level. Though the quality of collective agreements and the process of collective consultation remain problematic in the majority of workplaces in China, there is a sign that the new industrial relations dynamism may be occurring at a significant number of enterprises. Upon reviewing the outcome of their campaign for collective agreements in late 1990s, ACFTU cadres were frustrated with the fact that many collective agreements contained nothing more than the legal minimum. They realized that if this situation continues, collective consultation would not serve its original purpose of stabilizing labour relations at the workplace through improving working conditions for workers. 

It was in this context that the ACFTU started a new campaign for wage negotiation, because it was too easy for trade union officials at the enterprise level with the old socialist mindset, to regard collective agreements as another legal document to be signed off without actual consultation with their members and without genuine negotiations with their employers. It appears that the ACFTU’s campaign for wage negotiation has created, to a limited extent, a new industrial relations dynamism.  First, wage negotiation, by its nature, cannot result in the duplication of legal minimum conditions, as it is about negotiating new level of wages for workers. More importantly, wage negotiation creates a greater degree of immediate interest amongst workers in the conduct of wage negotiation in particular and the union’s functions in general, because their vital interests are at stake. The author’s field research confirms this pattern: wage negotiation increases interests and participation of union members in the union affairs, and in turn enterprise unions come under greater pressure to become more accountable to and more representative of their members
. It is reported by the ACFTU that 35.79 million workers were covered by wage agreements as of December 2003 (Zhang, 2005). Patterns of wage negotiations and their impacts on workplace industrial relations need to be further studied on a large scale. 

However, it is safe to say that the ACFTU machinery as a union bureaucracy has been relatively effective in implementing the policies across the country, decided by the highest level of union hierarchy with a strong endorsement of the Party-state. Also, as seen in the case of the effects of wage negotiation, this concerted effort of preemptive incorporation may contribute to gradual strengthening of ACFTU unions at the workplace, by opening an opportunity for workers to participate in the official unions’ orderly exercise of bargaining rights. 
Whatever happens within the official system of industrial relations by the official industrial relations actors, however, a larger question remains unanswered: the rising tide of labour disputes. As table 2 shows, the incidence of labour disputes – both individual and collective – has been rapidly rising. The growth rate of labour disputes is almost three times higher than China’s GDP growth rate. Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate that labour disputes have increased while collective agreements have spread at a similar or even higher rate. According to our respondents, there are very few collective disputes arising from either failure of negotiating new agreements (collective disputes over interests) or interpretation/application of the existing agreements (collective disputes over rights). There have been also few, if any, cases, brought to the local arbitration council by the official trade unions – they are almost always taken up by the aggrieved workers themselves, although they are occasionally supported by local legal aid centers (Zhou, 2004). However, the incidence of rank-and-file workers taking industrial action or protesting has been increasing. To the extent that the government admits the gravity of the situation, industrial action is often met with the harsh repression by public authorities. There is little evidence that the official trade unions intervene in defence of those workers’ rights and interests. 
Table 2 Number of labour disputes in China
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This means that labour disputes have grown independently of the spread of collective bargaining, and that the official trade unions have so far failed to represent workers in the process of the disputes. This is a crucial failure for trade unions, which are supposed to represent workers at times of industrial conflict as well as channel conflicting interests through the collective bargaining process into a compromise solution. The clear demarcation between the official sphere of industrial relations and the unofficial actions of the grieved workers offers a proxy measure to assess the effectiveness of the preemptive corporatist attempt of the Party-state and the unions, combined with the strict sanctions imposed over workers’ spontaneous actions outside the formal legal framework. 
Autonomous space for spontaneous solidarity at the workplace and tolerant approach of the Party-state in Viet Nam 
As we described earlier, there are few differences between the two countries in that both have ineffective enterprise trade unions with serious flaws in their representational capacity. Differences are found not in the functions of the enterprise trade unions, but in the ‘organizational strength’ of rank-and-file workers as well as in the approaches of the Party-state and the official trade unions at higher levels. 
First, rank-and-file workers in Viet Nam have displayed a great degree of spontaneous solidarity, outside the official unions and the official legal framework, to defend and advance their rights and interests through organizing well coordinated strike actions. Since the adoption of the Labour Code in 1995, there have been more than 900 strikes, all of which were ‘wildcat strikes’ – i.e. strikes organized not by the official unions but by workers themselves, and without going through legal procedures. The author’s field research found out that most of the wildcat strikes were not only well planned and coordinated, but were also participated by a majority of the workers within the enterprises concerned. So-called contagion effect of wildcat strikes illustrates the Vietnamese workers’ ability to take well coordinated collective actions. For example, on December 28th 2005, 18,000 workers of a Taiwanese owned company in Linh Trung Processing Zone in Ho Chi Minh City went on a wildcat strike demanding a wage increase, which was immediately followed by simultaneous strikes in two other factories in the same Zone on the same issue on December 29th. This and other similar incidents indicate that Vietnamese workers have greater organizational capacity to mobilize and unite themselves through collective actions than their Chinese counterparts. 
Second, what is also noticeably different from China is the response of the public authority to wildcat strikes. In Viet Nam the local labour administration will usually send its conciliators to investigate the situation and to resolve the strike situation by offering a compromise. The government’s intervention tends to legitimatize workers’ actions by arguing that workers’ legitimate rights were infringed by employers and that therefore employers should accept legitimate demands of strikers. Of the 50 strikes in which we have information about the outcome, the workers’ key demands were met in 48 cases (Lee, 2005). One foreign manager, who had been persuaded to meet the demands of his striking workers by a labour department official, complained to us that ‘the government should be neutral but in fact they are a bit more on the workers’ side’. Another foreign manager was quietly advised by a local government official not to take any retaliatory action such as dismissal against the strike leaders, as it would only provoke another round of strike. Strong public support for workers’ collective actions, helped by local media’s favourable coverage of the collective actions, also generates pressures on the local government to intervene in favour of workers. 

Third, trade unions at higher organizational level in Viet Nam tend to display stronger support for workers on strikes than their counterparts in China. Local trade union cadres, who usually accompany the government conciliators, often sympathize with workers’ causes and put pressure on the management side to accept reasonable demands of strikers, while also persuading workers to return to work. In response to the above strikes in Linh Trung Processing Zone in December 2005, VGCL at provincial and national levels came out openly on the strikers’ side, criticized the government’s failure of raising minimum wage, and demanded the government to raise minimum wage.

The strong solidarity of workers, the tolerant attitude of the public authorities and the supportive response of the general public to workers’ collective actions, as well as the sympathetic and semi-autonomous behaviour of higher-level trade union organizations all serve to differentiate Viet Nam from China. 

Spontaneous solidarity, workers’ community and elites’ perception of people’s power


As Chan and Wang (2004) noted, a greater degree of solidarity and organizational capacity of Vietnamese workers to take collective action compared to their Chinese counterparts can be ascribed to a number of factors. Firstly, the household registration system (hukou) in China renders Chinese migrant workers in urban factories very vulnerable to factory management, because migrant workers can neither leave the company nor apply for another job if the management decides to take away certain essential documents from the workers. In Viet Nam, though this system exists, it has never been enforced to the extent that workers become vulnerable to management abuses. Secondly, a majority of Chinese migrant workers live in company dormitories, which seriously restricts their freedom and reduces the possibility of workers socializing and exchanging information with workers in other factories. In Viet Nam, most workers, including rural migrant workers, commute from local community residential areas where they form a common identity and share information on working conditions of different factories in the locality. During the author’s field research, a number of foreign factory managers and local government officials stated that workers in the local community frequently exchange information on working conditions of different factories in the industrial zone. This creates a situation of information asymmetry between the workers and their foreign managers – where workers possess more information than management about conditions in other workplaces – this partly explains why there have been the ‘contagion’ phenomena of wildcat strikes in a number of factories in the economic zones. 

In addition to the above factors, government officials whom we interviewed expressed the view that politicians and government officials should take great care in dealing with workers, because workers are powerful enough to resist government policies in what is still perceived as a workers’ state. The ruling elite’s perception on and respect for the people’s power seems to have originated from the half-century war experiences as well as a traditionally strong sense of autonomous community. 

Another key factor differentiating Vietnamese workers from Chinese would be the fact that Viet Nam’s Labour Code guarantees the right to strike. Though the right to strike is circumscribed by cumbersome procedures in Viet Nam, the legal recognition of the right to strike helps to legitimatize the workers’ collective actions, and eliminate the political sensitivity and fears which dominate any public discussion on the subject in China
. 

4. Tentative conclusions and future prospects

As noted earlier, the trade unions at the enterprise level in both countries share similar weaknesses and flaws in terms of their capacity to represent workers through collective bargaining and industrial actions. Yet there are signs of divergence between two countries. 


China has adopted preemptive corporatist strategies in a top-down manner. This is evident in the institutional cloning of tripartite structures at all levels and systematic promotion of collective consultation and wage negotiation through the hierarchies of the Party-state and union machineries. As in the case of the effects of wage negotiation on the gradual strengthening of workplace unions’ representational and bargaining capacity, this preemptive corporatist strategy seems to have yielded some positive results. But there seem to be clear limits to the preemptive corporatist strategies: first, in order for tripartite mechanisms to work as an institutional process through which labour relations is coordinated and conflicting interests are articulated, there should be collective social actors who are capable of articulating their constituents’ interests and views. However, this condition is lacking in China on both union and employer sides. Compared with Viet Nam, China does not have cohesive employers’ organizations which can actively articulate views and interests of different employers, and channel them through the official industrial relations process. The absence or weakness of cohesive employers’ organizations will reduce the institutional dynamism of tripartite interaction. 

Another limitation of the Chinese approach to labour relations is reflected in the rapidly growing number of labour disputes. The corporatist strategy has not so far yielded a meaningful improvement in conflict management. The aggrieved workers’ direct actions in the form of either strikes or demonstrations continue to be either suppressed or even repressed. As an integral part of the Party-state apparatus, the ACFTU continues to closely align itself with the interests of Party-state apparatus. While this gives the advantage of having some leverage over the Party’s decisions regarding the unions’ desire of expanding their sphere of influence, for example, through the newly established system of tripartite consultation, it may also define the limit on how far they can reach out to workers and play their representative role as a collective voice of workers. 

By contrast with China, Viet Nam displays elements of the intrinsic organizational dynamism of tripartite interaction. Competition and cooperation between and within tripartite parties characterizes the nature of tripartite interaction in Viet Nam – particularly on the side of collective employers. National labour politics are being shaped by social actors who pursue their own goals which reflect views and interests of their constituents. At supra enterprise level, Vietnamese trade unions display more active support for and sympathy with workers’ causes than their counterparts in China. Chan and Wang (2004) suggest it may be due to more autonomy VGCL enjoys vis-à-vis state apparatus and therefore more alignment of VGCL with workers than AFCTU does. 


Despite political and social factors generating forces for divergence between two countries, representational deficiencies continue to characterize industrial relations and trade unionism at the workplace level in both China and Viet Nam. It is yet to be seen if political and social factors will create different opportunity structures for industrial relations actors to develop distinctive industrial relations at the enterprise level. In this respect, it is important to note that the governments in China and Viet Nam have a plan to improve the regulatory framework for industrial relations in coming years – the revision of industrial relations chapters of the 2002 Labour Code in Viet Nam and the reform of dispute settlement machineries in China. A critical question would be how these regulatory changes will redefine industrial relations process at the workplace and the interaction of industrial relations actors at the enterprise level and beyond. 
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� This article is based upon the author’s field researches, carried out in China (May 2002 and October 2004) and Viet Nam (April 2001 and November 2004). In each trip, the author had a series of in-depth interviews with industrial relations actors at enterprise, municipality, province and national level. The first field research in Beijing, Dalian and Chengdu in China (May 2002) was undertaken jointly with Simon Clarke and Anita Chan, and the second field research in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, Viet Nam (November 2004) was carried out together with Simon Clarke and Do Quynh Chi. The views expressed in this article does not necessarily reflect the views of the International Labour Office where the author is working as an industrial relations specialist. 


� It is to be noted, however, that tripartite consultation mechanism was established in a number of municipalities (such as Nanjing and Dalian) on experimental basis in late 1990s before the establishment of the National TCC. 


� In China, the term ‘collective consultation on equal footing’ is used in its labour legislation instead of collective bargaining, though the term ‘collective bargaining’ has recently begun to be used more frequently among industrial relations actors in China. 


�  In one small local private company which the author visited, the enterprise union, upon receiving instruction from municipal federation of trade unions, conducted wage negotiation initially with little involvement of his members. Upon learning the outcomes of wage negotiation, many of union members expressed their discontents with the unions. In the second year of the wage negotiation, workers began to visit the union chair’s office with their demands and grievances. In the meantime, the union chair decided to get a ‘workers’ representative’ into his union committee so as to make his union more representative vis-à-vis its members. In the 2004 wage negotiation, the union chairman carried out systematic consultation of his members before wage negotiation with the employer. This case suggests that the national campaign for wage negotiation has positive effect on union governance at the workplace level. 





� In this respect, different terminologies regarding collective bargaining – ‘collective consultation on equal footing’ in China and collective bargaining in Viet Nam – are not just a question of linguistic differences. This difference is associated with both countries’ different legislative regulation on strikes – it is legally recognized in Viet Nam while not in China.
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