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Manufacturing compromise:
Labour process analysis
of a Chinese refinery site
in Papua New Guinea

[-Chang Kuo

Introduction

This chapter investigates labour relations at the Basamuk refinery, a Chinese
nickel and cobalt processing plant in Madang Province, Papua New Guinea
(PNG) (see Map 6.1). The refinery, around 50 kilometres southeast
of Madang town, is owned and managed by a Chinese multinational
corporation (CMC) called the Metallurgical Corporation of China (MCC)
in collaboration with Canadian and PNG shareholders.! The Basamuk
refinery is the site of the Ramu Nickel mine’s refining operations, whereas
the Kurumbukari mine is the site of the mine’s mining and beneficiation
operations. Construction was finished in late 2012 and the refinery is now
in production, with MCC serving as the primary operator. As a result of
this transition, present employment relations at the refinery are markedly

1 MCC owns 85 per cent as a sharcholder, Canadian company CaConic Metal owns 8.56 per cent
and the PNG Government and landowners respectively own 2.50 per cent and 3.94 per cent.
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different from those during the construction phase, when provincial-based
Chinese contractors oversaw various work locations, and language barriers
hampered collaboration and relationship building (Smith, 2013).2

This chapter emphasises the acid leach production phase to demonstrate
changing work relations in the refinery. I chose this option because
high-pressure acid leach processing was critical to the mine’s economic
profitability. This processing method was also a driving factor in the
construction of the Basamuk processing plant (Ramu Nickel Joint Venture,
1999). Additionally, the refinery employs the largest number of employees
in the Ramu Nickel mine. Of the approximately 900 employees working
across seventeen departments, one-third were Chinese and two-thirds were
Papua New Guineans.’ These factors show that the acid leach production
phase is an excellent example to study changing work relations.

Map 6.1 The Ramu Nickel mine
Source: ANU CartoGIS.

2 This finding is like the observation of Bunkenborg, Pedersen and Nielsen (2022) regarding a
Chinese mining enclave in the Gobi Desert, where Chinese and Mongolian personnel perceived one
another as quite different and hence difficult to comprehend.

3 These departments are high-pressure acid leach; acid plant; counter current decantation (CCD);
lime plant; mobile equipment; instrumentation; fixed equipment; training; admin; warehouse (wharf);
water pump; power plant; safety; maintenance; lab; human resources departments; and community
affairs (CA). According to Smith (2013), there were around two-thirds Chinese and one-third PNG
employees during the construction phase. The proportion of Chinese employees compared to PNG
employees is thus reversed throughout the production phase.
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Figure 6.1 A meeting in Enekwai after the 2014 strike
Source: Photo by the author.

My interest in labour relations began in 2014 when I conducted preliminary
fieldwork in Enekwai, a displaced village near the Kurumbukari mine.
A week before I left Madang, a group of armed young men from Enekwai
assaulted the mine, setting fire to nine excavators, one fuel tank and one
lighting vehicle, injuring five Chinese employees. This strike, precipitated
by villagers™ dissatisfaction with MCC’s employment policy, inspired me to
research labour relations. Following that, I frequently encountered PNG
interlocutors who talked about previous strikes between PNG and Chinese
workers during three months of fieldwork in 2017 and between December
2018 and October 2019 near the refinery (see Figure 6.1). One account
detailed a 2009 strike that they claimed was precipitated by PNG workers’
complaints about workplace issues, including salary, training and working
conditions. The strike was subsequently resolved with the intervention of
mediators from both sides during a meeting in the old camp attended by
PNG and Chinese personnel. Due to the ferocity of the 2009 strike, some
Chinese interlocutors refer to it as the ‘8th May incident’. While these
previous confrontations appear to be unresolved, they serve as a constant
reminder to PNG workers to fight for their rights and as a reminder to
Chinese employees to understand the critical nature of adhering to rules in

PNG and appreciating PNG workers’ benefits and workplace safety.
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Rather than emphasising workers’ strikes, this chapter explains how
work relations changed after these early disputes. According to interview
responses, most Papuan New Guinean interlocutors reported increased job
opportunities at the refinery. The Ramu NiCo Allied Workers’ Union was
critical in negotiating for worker benefits and training within the refinery
regarding job creation. According to its chair, the union spent six months
in Madang meeting with MCC and a representative from the Labour
Department to finalise an industrial award in early 2018. This example
is noteworthy because it demonstrates how PNG workers used the trade
union to advocate for their rights when the PNG state was not involved
in the refinery’s operation but was present during the industrial relations
agreement negotiation.

The recruitment of the trade unions and the non-intervention of the state
effectively institutionalised a tripartite (employer, trade union and the state)
industrial relations system that had originated in PNG during the Australian
colonial period. According to Imbun’s (2016) labour market study and Hess’s
(1992) unionisation study, this tripartite structure represents the transition
from a coercive indentured labour system to a modernised Australian-style
industrial system that arose in PNG during the 1960s. Imbun (2008)
adds that work relations in PNG shifted from antagonistic to collaborative
during the same transitional period, requiring cooperation between
employers and workers in remote mining areas. Due to the inability of the
PNG Government to closely monitor activities, the state’s involvement
in negotiations between foreign employers and PNG employees becomes
an absent presence that deepens the cooperation between the two parties
(Bainton & Macintyre, 2021). Imbun (2007) notes that foreign employers
and PNG workers should view one another as significant others to meet
their mutual needs—the former requires organised labour’s agreement to
operate the production, while the latter requires job opportunities and
services offered by the company. For foreign companies, including MCC,
Imbun (2017) emphasises that they must meet the needs of PNG workers
because the PNG Government supports their right to form unions.

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first is a literature review on
capital-labour relations in Chinese firms operating within and outside the
People’s Republic of China (PRC). The second portrays the experiences of
PNG workers as they learn a Chinese work ethic and a workplace language.
The third section discusses Chinese employees concessions to Australian
management and the growing role of PNG managers in ensuring workplace
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safety. Finally, this chapter explains why the refinery’s work relations
correspond to Przeworski’s (1985) conception of a class compromise theory
and Wright's (2000) definition of negative compromise.

CMCs’ concession in the workplace

Capital-labour relations in the PRC have long been a vibrant academic topic
in labour process studies, following the acceleration of reform and opening
up during the 1990s.* In order to protect labour welfare, the Chinese
government enacted a slew of new laws, including the Labour Contract
Law of the People’s Republic of China in 2007 and the Social Insurance
Law of the People’s Republic of China in 2010.° To counteract increased
labour mobility in the workplace, researchers have documented how
Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) enhance labour control through
the use of subcontractors, paternalistic dormitories and migrant labour
(Pun & Smith, 2007; Jia, 2016; Smith & Zheng, 2016; Zhang, 2008).
Additionally, the Chinese government has a substantial role in controlling
the workplace union, the party factory committee and SOEs” management
principles and structure to resolve labour conflicts. Based on Burawoy’s
(1985) ideas, previous research has demonstrated that hegemonic labour
consent is generated in the PRC by Chinese managers’ increasing power,

decisive state interference and the insignificance of trade unions (Lu, 2016;
Zhang, 2008).

With the PRC’s growing global engagement, labour process academics
have suggested a new framework for examining capital-labour relations
in CMCs (Burawoy, 2014). This advocacy is motivated by two primary
objectives. To begin, the Chinese government and the Communist Party
branch have little involvement in directing CMCs’ overseas operations
(Smith, 2008; Andrijasevic & Sacchetto, 2016). Second, rather than
a transfer of domestic practice and belief from the PRC, CMCs’ behaviour
is better seen as being influenced by local institutions and societies
(Smith & Zheng, 2016). Notably, there is research demonstrating CMCs’
proclivity for negotiation and concession. For example, Miriam Driessen’s

4 Reform and opening up began in the late 1970s and accelerated in the 1990s after Bill Clinton’s
administration granted the PRC the most-favourable-nation status and membership in the World Trade
Organization.

5  In this chapter, the Chinese Government refers to the Chinese state government. Similarly, the
PNG Government refers to the national government of Papua New Guinea.
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(2019) research on Chinese construction companies in Ethiopia reveals why
Chinese management frequently made concessions to Ethiopian employees
due to their coalition with local residents, collective labour withdrawal and
strikes (14-15). In addition, Lee’s (2017) study on a CMC in Zambia’s
Copperbelt identifies three factors contributing to CMCs’ willingness to
make concessions. To begin, the Chinese Government was in many ways
absent from the company’s terms and conditions negotiations, although
long-term copper supply is critical to the PRC’s national resource security.
Second, the Zambian Government supported the right of Zambian workers
to unionise. Third, the acute militancy of local employees worked as a check
on CMCs’ tendency to unilaterally set their employees’ working conditions
(Lee, 2009, 2017). These considerations help characterise some of the
complicated, even contradictory, political contexts surrounding CMCs’
agreements and relations with states and labourers in other developing
countries such as PNG.

This chapter expands on Lee’s findings by demonstrating compromises
made by Chinese employees and PNG workers. This two-way concession
procedure is partially a result of the PNG Government’s relative lack of
precision as a regulator and the mutual incomprehension of Chinese
employees and PNG workers (Bainton, 2021).° Due to a lack of corporate
expertise in PNG mining regulations, Chinese managers must negotiate
with and concede to PNG employees. Chinese managers were subjected
to new forms of control in PNG when they adapted by working with
PNG staff, despite owning the manufacturing know-how and machinery
(Wright, 2011). Even if the Chinese work ethic and communication
limitations posed challenges, PNG workers had to negotiate with and
concede to Chinese employees.” Although the training method is based on
Australian standards, PNG staff were reliant on the evaluation of Chinese
supervisors. By showing how the two parties could learn to co-operate,
this chapter demonstrates how PNG workers and Chinese employees can
interact through mutual compromises rather than permanently remaining
in fundamentally adversarial positions.

6 According to Bainton (2021), mutual incomprehension refers to the foreign mining company’s lack
of awareness about the landownership ideology in PNG and the local community’s lack of information
about corporate practices such as corporate social responsibility. Mutual incomprehension is used in this
chapter to refer to MCC'’s ignorance of PNG mining regulations and PNG employees” inexperience of
working with and interacting with Chinese employees.

7 This chapter defines work ethic as the value placed on labour by those who perform it. By executing
work in this manner, labour can accomplish a personal objective, while the manager can maximise
productivity from the workforce (Scott, 2015).
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PNG workers’ adaptation to working in
a Chinese mine

This chapter is based on interviews with refinery workers and corporate
documentation gathered during fieldwork in an impacted village, Duman,
near the refinery (see Map 6.2). Although participant observation was not
permitted within the refinery, I had numerous opportunities to interview
PNG employees in the local market and communities. When describing
work relations with Chinese personnel, PNG interlocutors frequently stated
that they needed to adapt to a new system by understanding how Chinese
employees worked and communicated in a workplace pidgin. In this
section, I utilise PNG workers’ stories to illustrate how they learned to work
alongside Chinese employees.

Map 6.2 Duman village and the Basamuk refinery
Source: ANU CartoGIS.
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Learning Chinese work ethics

The first story is about Nathan, a PNG worker in his late twenties.® Nathan
obtained a university degree and worked in the acid leach departments
control room. Nathan stated that he became aware of MCC'’s distinctions
when looking for a position with the company. As a recent university
graduate, Nathan expected to perform accounting-related employment
consistent with his skill set and understanding of Australian corporate
culture. After receiving word of job acceptance, the human resources
department inquired whether he might work in another department due to
the lack of accounting-related employment openings. Nathan was surprised
by this arrangement but accepted the job offer to develop his talents and
build on the knowledge he gained at the university.

After being assigned to the acid leach department, Nathan was introduced
to a specific training system for PNG employees. According to the Ramu
Nickel Project Operations Industrial Award 2018 (Basamuk overview), the
training system was governed by the PNG Apprenticeship and Trade
Testing Act 1986. There were five levels of workers in Nathan’s department,
which included trainee operator (grades 2-3), process operator level 1
(grades 4-5), process operator level 2 (grades 6-8), process operator level 3
(grades 9-10) and control room operator (grades 11-12) (see Table 6.1).
Staff pay rates would rise if they were promoted to a higher level. Nathan
had started in grade 2 and was in grade 10 or 11 when I met him, based on
his completion of training courses in machinery and equipment operation,
sulphur handling and steam production. Nathan’s case demonstrates that
PNG workers had a formal and quite effective process for improving their
skills, levels and pay rates.

Table 6.1 Workers’ grades and levels in the acid leach department

Classification & grades

Schedule 1. Classification and wage grades
Workarea&paygrades‘ 1 ‘2 ‘ 3‘4‘5‘6‘7 ‘ 8‘9 ‘10‘11‘12‘13‘14‘15
Acid plant

Trainee operator X | X

Process operator level 1 X | X

Process operator level 2 X | X | X

8  All names in this chapter are fictitious to protect the identities of interlocutors.
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Classification & grades

Schedule 1. Classification and wage grades
Work area&paygrades |1 |2 |3 (4 (5|6 |7 8|9 |10|11|12|13 |14 |15
Process operator level 3 X | X
Control room operator X | X
Trainee room operator
Trainee assayer X | X| X
Assayer X | X|X
Boiler operator X| X[ X|X|X
HR Grade Title Points K
2 Trainee 0.1 Oto4 3.65
3 Trainee 0.2 5t09 3.80
4 Level 1.1 10to14 4.16
5 Level 1.2 151019 4.92
6 Level 2.1 20to 24 574
7 Level 2.2 25t029 6.56
8 Level 2.3 30to 34 7.38
9 Level 3.1 351039 8.2
10 Level 3.2 40 to 44 9.02
1 Level 3.3 45 to 49 9.84

Reproduced by the author from Ramu Nickel Project Operations Industrial Award 2018.
Basamuk overview.

Along with the PNG-defined training system, Nathan received on-the-job
instruction using more distinctly Chinese methods. Nathan and other PNG
personnel learned numerous technical skills (such as welding, grinding and
scaffolding) from Chinese staff while they were trainee operators. While
training on the job was available in other mines in PNG, the Chinese team’s
engagement brought a training system unique to early Chinese SOEs—
chuanbangdai (‘transferring, assisting and leading’). As in an apprenticeship,
new employees were assigned to a ‘master’ who instructed them on specific
tasks and kept tabs on their overall attitude and performance. In addition,
MCC provided a formal definition of this training approach in an internal
corporate document:

Transferring entails conveying the concepts of eating bitterness
and working hard. Assisting involves passing on knowledge. Senior
Chinese personnel with solid security awareness would be partnered
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with new PNG colleagues to help them develop their abilities.
Leading entails encouraging work ethics, including abstaining
from betel nuts and tobacco, working diligently, and being devoted
to working.’

This explanation demonstrates that MCC intended to use chuanbangdai to
teach PNG personnel skills and the Chinese work ethic—eating bitterness
(‘enduring adversity and working hard’).

Nathan encountered some tensions and contradictions between the
two systems due to his participation in two different training methods,
particularly in terms of workplace safety. During his Health, Safety and
Emergency training as a trainee operator, Nathan was told by a PNG trainer
about the importance of workplace safety. Nathan should stop working if
he considered the working conditions unsafe, according to the PNG trainer.
During on-the-job training, Nathan observed some Chinese employees’
devotion to work that he deemed unsafe, such as working on rainy days
when the sulphur dust and steam would be brought by the rain to the
ground rather than evaporate in the sky. Nathan was initially hesitant to
assist the Chinese staff due to the PNG trainer’s instructions. However, after
attempting to assist them a few times, he realised how Chinese employees
understood and practised hard work ethics to maintain consistent
production. Nathan gained this idea during a pre-start meeting the next
day after arriving on the job site. During the meeting, Chinese supervisors
discussed the performance of PNG workers based on whether they aided
Chinese employees in their work. ‘[In a] Chinese company, you have to
work very, very hard,” Nathan stated to explain his realisation. ‘It is rain
or sun, whatsoever. You must work. And then they will know that you are
(a] hard-working guy.” Confronted with divergent perspectives from PNG
trainers and Chinese supervisors, Nathan chose to work ‘very hard’ since
he was aware that the Chinese supervisors™ evaluations were a significant
component in evaluating his work performance on the performance sheets
used for the job promotion (see Figure 6.2).

9 This paragraph is a verbatim quote from the corporate document. The original language of this
paragraph is Mandarin Chinese and is translated into English by the author.
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Figure 6.2 An example of PNG workers’ performance assessment sheet
Source: Photo by the author.
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Learning workplace pidgin

Nathan also acquired a workplace language to communicate with Chinese
employees.'” According to interview findings, this language emerged
because of years of collaboration between Chinese and PNG staff and was
a combination of Tok Pisin, Mandarin Chinese and English, along with
hand signals. When a PNG employee was hired for the first time, he or
she had to spend several weeks or months studying the language, either in
groups or individually. Group learning occurred when a Chinese supervisor
offered work instructions to PNG staff. When junior PNG employees heard
the instruction, they discussed and guessed what the supervisor said and
what his actions indicated. Due to the repetitious nature of the job in each
department and the similarity of the machinery employed, novice PNG
employees could acquire this language by working for a given period and
following the advice of experienced PNG employees. Individual learning was
described by PNG employees as wokim aksen (‘take action’) and bihainim
aksen (‘follow the action’). Using the example of learning to operate a Terex
dump truck, the Chinese employee invited PNG newcomers to sit next to
him and demonstrated the function of each button as well as how to control
the steering wheel and block gears. During the training, there was not much
verbal interaction. Following the demonstration, the Chinese staff member
would request the PNG staff member to repeat his action to ensure he
understood it. If the PNG employee did well, the Chinese employee would
say, ‘okela ” or ‘Good, good’ and inform other Chinese employees that he
had passed. When a PNG employee made a mistake, the Chinese employee
instructed him to stop by saying ‘no good” and repeated the demonstration.

The use of this language in different workplaces reveals both similarities and
variances. For Chinese colleagues to understand, PNG workers indicated
that they must adopt simplified sentence structure by emphasising or
repeating specific nouns (machine or equipment names), verbs (activities)
and adjectives (conditions). Using the valve malfunction as an example,
Nathan stated he said to a Chinese employee:

Poroman [friends], nage [that] valve no good ah. Nage broken, no good
ah. Poroman come, stand, and see. Nage no good, we talk talk and
maintenance ah, come ab, fix.

10 Chinese interlocutors indicated that they were required to acquire this specific workplace language.
As a result, this industrial dialect is not exclusive to PNG employees.
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(Friends, the valve is not operating correctly. Friends, come, stand
here and check the valve. The valve has a problem. Let us have
a discussion and inform the maintenance team to come and fix
the valve.)

This example demonstrates how Nathan communicated the valve’s
malfunction to Chinese colleagues by emphasising and repeating the
noun ‘zage (‘that’ or ‘the valve’) and the adjective ‘no good’ to convey that
additional action was required.

Additional instances of this workplace pidgin were used in the acid leach
department. ‘Poroman (‘friends’) gut (‘good’) morning ah,” a PNG employee
would say after distributing tasks to Chinese colleagues in the morning.
‘Mi (‘T) wok (‘work’) wok with you, mi wok wok with you. Today mi wok
wok with you ah.” (Good morning, friends. I collaborate with you. I am
working with you today). In this scenario, the PNG employee repeated the
verb ‘wok’ (‘work’) to inform his Chinese colleagues that they were working
together today. ‘Okay, you stay, poroman (friends’), a PNG employee
would respond when he or she received gifts (such as salt, cigarettes, biscuits
or noodles) from Chinese colleagues. ‘Mi (T) go home la. Mushroom,
lemon kam (‘come’) give you.” (All right, my friend, you can stay here.
I am going home to get some mushrooms and lemon to offer to you.) The
PNG employee emphasised the nouns mushroom and lemon since they
were familiar with how Chinese employees used them when cooking in the
dorms. Finally, PNG staff were taught common Mandarin Chinese terms to
describe labour or machine situations, such as nage (‘that one’), you (‘have’),
meiyou (‘do not have’), hao (‘good’), huaile (‘broken’) and alibaba (‘stealing
or thief”).

The use of this workplace pidgin varied according to the names of various
machines and equipment in various departments. During on-the-job
training with Chinese supervisors, for example, PNG employees learned
different Mandarin Chinese machine names, such as chaiyou (‘diesel fuel’)
and yaoshi (‘key’) in the limestone mill; pidai (‘conveyor belt), bangpu
(‘pump’) and giumoji (‘ball mill') in the limestone processing plant
and banshou (‘spanner’), dahuoji (‘lighter’) and shoutao (‘gloves’) in the
instrumentation department. Nathan said he used onomatopoeia to write
the machine name’s pronunciation without tone to remember these terms.
When employees used this workplace pidgin, it was not easy to tell if they
spoke English or Mandarin Chinese. A more accurate description is that it
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reflected a situation in which two groups of workers did not share a common
language and interacted by employing limited vocabulary derived from Tok
Pisin, English and Mandarin Chinese.

Finally, the requirement to learn this language made PNG workers who
had not completed college or university education more equivalent to those
with such qualifications. Learning this language did not necessitate formal
academic qualifications. The ability to speak this language also provided
PNG employees with the opportunity to learn how to operate machinery
and other relevant technical skills, particularly in welding, grinding and
scaffolding. A few PNG workers with official higher education credentials
indicated they were being pushed to downgrade their linguistic abilities.
When people spoke this language, they had the impression that they were
speaking in a childlike manner or simplifying things. They expressed
frustration at their inability to speak at an average rate and perform tasks
rapidly. Additionally, some workers said that their capacity to communicate
in this language affected their job promotion. Owen, a PNG worker at
the limestone plant, said that his brother was promoted to team leader
because of his ability to converse with Chinese people. In contrast, Owen’s
inability to communicate in this language frustrated him and affected his
relationships with other employees who spoke it fluently."

This section’s demonstration of worker training and workplace language
reflects a situation similar to Lee’s (2017) discussion of Zambian
mineworkers’ changing attitudes towards the Chinese work ethic. Nathan’s
participation in training shows that implementing a new training system
does not negate the Chinese system or values. Instead, PNG workers
emphasis on the Chinese work ethic and workplace pidgin indicates that
Chinese management retains some power in evaluating and promoting
PNG workers. After realising the situation, Nathan’s participation reflects
a compromise between opposing ideas and a concession to Chinese
management. Based on these findings, I argue that implementing the new
training system in the refinery creates a situation in which workplace labour
mobility increases. At the same time, Chinese managers retain some degree
of control. This story demonstrates the importance of comprehending

11 There were still PNG employees with university or college degrees who could communicate in
this workplace pidgin. Nathan, for example, expressed no apprehension about communicating in this
language with Chinese colleagues. Owen was hesitant to use this language because he stressed that he
had completed training in Australia and possessed the necessary skills and experiences to perform his
job. As a result, Owen may have been hesitant to learn this language because he perceived it as a threat
to his competence.
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employees” experiences in addition to the concession reached between the
company and the union. In a similar vein, the following section discusses
the experiences of Chinese and PNG managers to illustrate another facet of
work and power relations associated with CMCs’ concession.

Chinese employees’ subordination to the Australian
administrative system

When I lived in Duman, I occasionally spoke with Chinese workers working
outside the refinery or visiting the local market and villages. PNG staff also
helped me contact some Chinese workers to conduct phone interviews.
Based on these findings, this section explains how Chinese employees adapt
to PNG mining regulations and why PNG managers were critical for MCC.

According to Clint, a white PNG national who was a former chair of Raibus
Limited, Chinese employees were initially ignorant of PNG regulations
based on Australian and New Zealand standards (e.g. AS/NZS 4801)."
During the first meeting with MCC staff, Clint’s presence, as a white man,
surprised Chinese managers. Clint believed the Chinese employees thought
signing an agreement with the Michael Somare government gave them
the approval to direct the operation of this mine. This story corresponds
with that of an Australian employee named Horace, previously working
with MCC. Situated in between Chinese and PNG employees, Horace’s
experience of educating Chinese workers regarding mining regulations in
PNG included three stages: first, understanding that Chinese staff had a
different way of working; second, realising the PNG Government’s limited
capability to police rules and regulations; and third, persuading Chinese
staff they must adhere to laws and rules in PNG to avoid severe punishment
(such as shutdown). Horace noted that the absence of the PNG state in
the mine’s operation forces MCC to self-govern when complying with
regulations in PNG. Following Horace’s view, this section shows how MCC’s
self-governance is achieved by Chinese managers making concessions given
the increasing influence of PNG managers.

12 Raibus Limited is a landowners’ company with subsidiaries such as engineering, security,
housekeeping and a national catering service. Clint is an Australian who worked as a patrol officer during
the Australian administration. Following Papua New Guinea’s independence in 1975, he obtained PNG
citizenship and began managing businesses in Madang. In addition, AS/NZS 4801 is a standard that

specifies how a mining business should manage occupational health and safety in the workplace.
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The first story is about a Chinese manager named Mr. Xiang, who worked at
the acid leach department. Mr. Xiang’s family had been working for MCC
for three generations. Describing himself as a zidi (‘son’) of MCC, he started
to work for the company at the age of twenty. Since then he had worked in
many jobs as a car repairer, machine operator, driver, manager of the vehicle
garage and material storage room, and now, aged over fifty, he worked as
a safety manager. Mr. Xiang noted that he gained many experiences through
the training method called chuanbangdai discussed above. Mr. Xiang also
said that MCC has a unique work culture that developed during the PRC’s
planned economy era, when there was no formal training and employees
faced hard working conditions and low wages. The prior grim situation,
according to Mr. Xiang, resulted in MCC’s emphasis on following
supervisors” orders and sustaining continuous production.

Working in the refinery for more than a decade, Mr. Xiang learned
the workplace pidgin and some PNG culture through visiting local
villages (Kuo, 2022, 2023). He also became aware of the different views
of workplace safety held by personnel from Chinese SOEs and other
foreigners. In Chinese SOEs’ culture, Mr. Xiang said the focus was on a
top—down managerial system based on detailed rules accompanied by
rewards and punishments. Supervisors played a critical role in managing
workplace safety compared to workers’ relative insignificance within this
system. For non-Chinese managers, in contrast, the focus was on sufficient
training for workers and adequate safety equipment to achieve workers’ self-
safety management—workers assessed the situation and decided whether
to work. Encountering these contradictory ideologies, Mr. Xiang noted
this was unavoidable when MCC operated in PNG. The necessity was to
adjust Chinese senior employees’ attitudes and behaviour inherited from
the Chinese SOEs’ culture. After years of negotiation with non-Chinese
managers on work safety, Mr. Xiang said the situation in the acid leach
department became a combination of some Chinese managerial methods
and the importance of obeying occupational health and safety regulations
in PNG. Using his experience as an example, Mr. Xiang accompanied PNG
workers to decide whether the workplace was safe. He also participated in
health, safety and emergency training with PNG employees to update his
knowledge and ensure that their work follows the Golden Rules based on the
Australian understanding of workplace safety and PNG mining regulations

(see Table 6.2).
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Table 6.2 Ramu Nickel’s ‘The Golden Rules’

| Pledge to Follow the 8 Golden Rules:

—_

| will report hazards and incidents immediately.

| will asses [sic] risks and ensure safety.

| will only operate equipment if qualified and authorized.

| will always work with a permit as required.

| will drive safely.

| will work safely at heights.

| will keep clear of suspended loads.

0 (N[0~ [W|N

| will manage my fitness for duty.

Note: Adapted from a photo taken by the author.

Finally, different understandings of workplace safety also affected
operations in the acid leach department. Describing how Chinese staff
worked as kaobenneng (‘by instinct’), Mr. Xiang said most senior Chinese
workers were experienced operators, so they knew the standard operating
procedures and could run the operation. However, there were situations
when Chinese operators must negotiate with Australian managers regarding
workplace safety. For instance, some Chinese operators might take shortcuts
or breach the rules to achieve a higher production rate. These behaviours
were unacceptable to non-Chinese, including Australian managers, who
required that Chinese employees always adhere to safety regulations in
PNG. Additionally, Chinese workers placed a strong focus on continuous
production ahead of their best efforts to ensure safety. For non-Chinese
managers, the primary priority was to ensure their safety before moving to
production. When confronted with these opposing viewpoints, Mr. Xiang
stated that Chinese employees must negotiate with and frequently make
concessions to Australian managers.

The critical role of PNG managers

PNG managers also play an essential role in monitoring workplace safety.
According to Horace, five to six foreigners worked in the Ramu Nickel mine
in 2021 compared to ten to fifteen at the peak. He said the difficulty of
communication with Chinese employees was one reason for the decrease in
foreigners. PNG managers, especially those educated at Chinese universities,
played an increasingly important role because of the declining number of
non-Chinese foreign managers and their understandings of PNG mining
regulations and Chinese culture and language.
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Luke, a previous safety trainer manager at MCC, was one illustration of this
transition. Luke was hired by a private Chinese company to teach younger
Chinese personnel business English and project management. The company
also financed his study at a Chinese university. MCC hired him as a training
manager after he graduated from university to teach Chinese and PNG staff
about workplace safety because he spoke Mandarin Chinese and Tok Pisin.
He provided safety training and inspected work locations for senior Chinese
workers. He also constantly advised PNG employees to say no to their
Chinese supervisors when they accompanied Chinese supervisors to work
and perceived the work environment to be unsafe. His reminders reflect
Australia’s influences on his knowledge of the mining safety regulations in
PNG. ‘Even Chinese (employees) they have the capability to manage their
own operation,” Luke said, based on his observations in the refinery. ‘Just
like all the mining companies in PNG, they [Chinese managers] have to
report to MRA [Mineral Resources Authority of Papua New Guinea].” This
instance demonstrates Luke’s critical role in educating PNG and Chinese
employees about the importance of workplace safety and assisting MCC in
understanding and complying with PNG’s mining rules.

Finally, Luke’s position allowed him to bargain with Chinese employees.
Luke’s power to do this was based on his understanding of mining
regulations in PNG and his knowledge of some Chinese workers’ violations
of safety practices. Previous research has shown how such claims to
authority could increase a supervisor’s ability to intervene. For example, in
Burawoy’s (1985) study of a tractor plant in Soviet Hungary, the Red Star,
workers’ violations of rules in search of higher output rates underwrote the
foreman’s ability to police the regulations and alter workers’ rates. Burawoy
also explains in another chapter how applying the ‘safety first’ programme
in Zambias Copperbelt empowered supervisors to monitor workplace
safety in the dangerous underground mine. Given that working in the acid
leach department was a high-risk job, Luke’s knowledge of mining rules
in PNG and his managerial position gave him the ability to influence
Chinese employees.

In this section, Mr. Xiang’s and Luke’s stories demonstrate MCC'’s
concession in incorporating Australian and New Zealand workplace safety
management. Chinese management must negotiate with and concede
to Australian or PNG managers to understand PNG regulations when
implementing this safety system. This demonstrates that, while Chinese
employees continue to wield power based on production know-how and
machinery ownership, PNG managers’ power is growing due to their
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understanding of western managerial culture and regulations in PNG.
This balance of power is similar to that shown in the previous section, in
which PNG employees” mobility in improving grades and levels at work is
increasing. At the same time, Chinese managers still have some control over
that mobility. I argue that Chinese employees have limited control over
workplace safety. Non-Chinese foreigners and PNG managers can use safety
regulations to counteract Chinese management. This situation demonstrates
the institutional embeddedness of CMCs” mining activities in PNG, quite
distinct from the mere presence of the mineral deposit. This finding is
comparable to Driessen’s (2019, p. 177) study on the embeddedness of
Chinese construction companies’ activities in Ethiopia due to the challenges
posed by Ethiopian staff.

Conclusion

This chapter explains how Chinese employees and PNG staff collaborate
despite workplace conflict. I suggest that studies of employment relations in
the PRC based on Burawoy’s theories cannot completely account for shifting
work relations in the refinery. As demonstrated here, the Chinese and PNG
states are both physically absent but visible from afar. The engagement of
the PNG trade union also ensures the existence of a system for defending
PNG employees’ benefits and resolving workplace problems. Finally,
because Chinese managers lack an understanding of PNG’s safety norms
and laws, they are forced to negotiate with and concede to non-Chinese
foreigners and PNG managers. These three elements demonstrate that the
situation at the refinery is distinct from that in the domestic PRC, where
the Chinese state intervenes, the trade union fails to represent employees’
interests, and employers’ control grows because of their allegiance to the
state and the trade union.

Based on these findings, I argue that a compromise theory can help us
better understand shifting employment relations in the refinery. Przeworski
(1985) lays the groundwork for a labour process compromise theory based
on Gramsci’s (1971) discussion on establishing hegemony between the state
and its citizenry. According to Przeworski, capitalist production relations can
be adequately coordinated by considering the material interests of employers
and employees. To that end, he asserts that a class compromise is possible
through employees’ willingness to participate in the labour process to meet
material demands and employers’ investment in a mechanism that secures
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employees” salary increases. Przeworski emphasises that the state’s role is
critical in fostering an institutional framework conducive to compromises
between companies and employees. Following Przeworski’s approach, this
chapter has demonstrated how Chinese and PNG refinery workers reach
compromises where the state is absent from the workplace but present
during the process of negotiating an industrial relations agreement.

Additionally, this chapter argues that PNG employees’ engagement is
critical in reaching compromises at the refinery, conforming with Wright’s
(2000) discussion of how employees’ power influences the formation of
workplace class compromises. Based on Przeworski’s work, Wright (2000,
pp. 957-8) demonstrates how conflictual employment relations devolve
into a situation akin to a combat stalemate when two parties recognise
the need to halt mutual harm in exchange for concessions from both
sides. According to Wright, different stages of capital-labour relations are
determined by workers’ associational power (such as founding a trade union
or a labour party) and structural power (such as employees’ critical position
in the workplace).” Considering the refinery’s current circumstances,
the trade union’s endeavour to implement the training system illustrates
PNG workers’ growing associational power in bargaining with Chinese
management. During MCC’s implementation of Australia’s and New
Zealand’s safety regulations, PNG managers’ knowledge and important
positions become their structural power against Chinese employees. These
examples demonstrate that work relations in the refinery might sometimes
resemble Wright's notion of the negative compromise—two parties retain
divergent and frequently clashing beliefs but recognise they cannot progress
without negotiating with and conceding to the other party. These examples
also indicate that MCC must alter its behaviour and adapt to the demands
of PNG personnel if it is to maintain the stage of negative compromise;
otherwise, the situation may revert to conflict.

Finally, in terms of workplace language, I argue that the material in this
chapter demonstrates how workplace compromises are about more than just
the material interests of capital and labour, as discussed in Wright (2000)

13 Wright's (2000) theory of class compromise has three stages: an illusion, the negative compromise
and the positive compromise. According to Wright, the first stage refers to a situation in which
employees strike for benefits and rights because employers retain (or try to retain) complete control over
workers. The second stage refers to a situation in which two parties’ relations are akin to a stalemate on
the battlefield after years of conflicts. The third stage denotes a situation in which two parties’ stable
cooperation is achieved, and the employer can no longer control wage increases and working conditions
unilaterally.



6. MANUFACTURING COMPROMISE

and Moodie (2010). Regarding workplace language development and
communication about safety management, we discover that language plays
a critical role in realising the concession between two parties and improving
work relations. In other words, language development, in this case, is
more than just a representation of compromise; rather, the development
of the workplace pidgin and the effectiveness of communication (between
Chinese and PNG managers) affects the situation of compromise in this
inter-cultural work situation (Brewer, 2018). By focusing on the language
dimension of mining, this research enables us to examine capital-labour
interactions and CMCs’ growing involvement in the mining industry in
developing nations from new perspectives (Cornips & Muysken, 2019;
Gillespie, 2014). Given the refinery’s predominantly male workforce,
additional research is needed to evaluate whether this workplace language
is gendered, rather than drawing judgments merely because language users
are primarily male.
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