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When a Small Wish Comes True:
A Garment Worker’s Beautiful Protest
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Chun Tae-il
Brought
Change

Once the news that Chun Tae-il had died for his fellow workers at
Pyeonghwa Market spread across the country, it sparked discussions
about working conditions throughout Korean society. People came to
realize that if they joined forces, they could bring change to workplaces.
Fourteen days after Chun Tae-il's death, his mother Lee So-seon,
members of the Samdong Society, and other young garment workers
formed the Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union. Naturally, the
Union's purpose was to improve working conditions and defend

workers' rights.
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The Union Wasted No Time

On November 27, 1970, Lee So-seon and members of the Samdong
Society formed the Cheonggye Garment Workers' Union, which was
officially called the Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Branch of the
National Federation of Labor Unions. On the same day, the Union

held a convention at the Federation of Korean Trade Unions’ meeting
room where fifty-six representatives of the Union’s 560 members were
present. The Union wasted no time in preparing for discussions on
equal terms with factory owners and held its first meeting with them
onJanuary 9, 1971. As a result, in only five months since its formation,
the Union managed to start negotiating a collective agreement with
garment manufacturers in four markets including Pyeonghwa Market,
Tongil Shopping Mall, Donghwa Shopping Mall, and Dongsin Shopping
Mall.
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List of Executives of the Committee to

Form the Cheonggye Garment Workers’

Branch of the National Federation of
Labor Unions
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Collective Agreement with the Union
(Original Copy)
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Collective Agreement)
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(Table for Comparison with Draft)
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Representative
Conventions Determined
the Union’s Future

The Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union elected representatives to
discuss and decide matters on behalf of its members. Early on, the
representative conventions focused on surveying working conditions,
introducing a weekly holiday system, prohibiting night shifts, and
resolving arrears. Such conventions show that the Union had been run
democratically through its representatives.
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Project Report for the First Annual
Representative Convention
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Project Report for the The Second Annual
Representative Convention
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Project Report for the Third Annual
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Banner for the Second Annual
Representative Convention of the
Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Branch of
the National Federation of Labor Unions

1972 1 45x345

YAm|E =0 H2R A= 7 |THolIChS|of|Af
Atgst Z247t=C)

f0] O|R0{E of:

(=]

[l

Hak

ne
ﬂo\'

rc
ot

lo

H

{c

ne

3
>

to

1k

ous



CH2 £740[op7|

=1
=

A2 250| 0120 of: HAT/SL=Sje| of

HlaxpAE CHoACHS] AREI

Photo of the Fourth Annual

Representative Convention
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Photo of the the Fifth Annual
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Photo of the Seventh Annual

Representative Convention
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The Union
Strived to
Improve
Working
Conditions

On behalf of garment workers, the Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union
negotiated with factory owners operating at markets in downtown Seoul.
In its early stage, the Union focused on improving working conditions
and raising the quality of life and welfare for workers. That is why the
Union conducted surveys, proposed policy changes, and organized small
group activities and education programs. Such efforts helped workers
bond so that they became more like friends and family to each other

than simply co-workers.

A Y L L R L R L R R

Surveys on Working

Conditions

The Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union conducted surveys to gain an
objective grasp of the workplaces’ current situation. Its early surveys
focused on compiling statistical data related to garment workers and
the conditions they were working under at each factory. Such data was
later used to draft proposals for the Union to present while negotiating a
collective agreement with factory owners. Once weekly holidays became
guaranteed through a collective agreement, the Union mainly conducted

surveys to uncover violations of rules on weekly holidays and night work.
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Questionnaire for the Union’s First
Survey

1971 126.3x20.2x2.5
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Statistics From the Union'’s First Survey
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Questionnaire for the Survey of
Pyeonghwa Market Workers
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Survey of Union Members at
Pyeonghwa Market
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Survey by the Union
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Checklist for Surveying Workplaces
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The Union Changed
’ -
the Workers' Lives
The Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union sought to improve working
conditions by identifying violations involving holidays and night shifts
as well as resolving arrears, unpaid severance pay, or unfair dismissals.
It conducted surveys on working conditions and used the results to
propose ways to improve such conditions during its discussions with
factory owners. The Union kept reminding its members and factory
owners about the collective agreement that had been concluded and
notified them of any violations. When violations went unaddressed,
the Union submitted petitions to the Labor Administration and
simultaneously engaged in policy activities. The Union also organized
programs to raise awareness about labor movements and provide
general education and job-related training. It even proposed for the
government to open a clinic and cafeteria to improve the workers’
quality of life.
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The Union While the Korean economy experienced rapid growth in the early
1970s, workers' wages remained unchanged despite the jump in prices.

sp°ke Up for Market workers were paid far less than workers in other industries.

survival And the situation was even worse for sewing machine operators paid
by their performance and their apprentices who received wages from
the operators they assisted. In 1974, the Cheonggye Garment Workers'
Union went beyond its initial commitment to improving working
conditions and decided to speak up for the survival of garment workers.
Apart from looking out for violations related to weekly holidays and
night shifts, the Union also engaged in activities aimed at improving
the wage system so that garment workers would be able to afford the
minimum cost of living.
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Surveys 1o Improve Wages

On January 31, 1974, the Cheonggye Garment Workers' Union launched
a task force for wage improvement and decided to conduct a survey
ahead of its first wage negotiation. 146 businesses were surveyed to
determine the wage of each occupation. The results showed that market
workers were being paid less than their counterparts working for
garment exporters. The Union thus expanded its survey to all businesses
in the industry between 1974 and 1975. Based on the expanded survey's
results, the Union decided to propose a 45 percent wage increase in May
1975.
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Activities o Increase Wages

ah

The task force the Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union had launched

for wage improvement began to engage in collective bargaining with

factory owners. As a result, in March 1976, the factory owners from four
H ‘ different markets agreed to pay apprentices directly instead of paying
J."ﬂ-\_ .- them indirectly through sewing machine operators. In 1977, the Union
‘ surveyed the standard wages related to major items and proposed a
wage increase for all occupations in the garment industry. It ultimately
achieved a 32 percent rise in wages for all occupations and succeeded in

‘ introducing a union shop provision to the collective agreement.
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Protest Against Gwangjin Apparel

In 1975, ten sewing machine operators demanded that their employer
Gwangjin Apparel raise their wage from 35 won to 40 won per dress
shirt. After firing the operators who took the lead in making the demand,
Gwangjin Apparel’s owner sat down to negotiate with the Cheonggye
Garment Workers' Union executives but failed to reach an agreement.
The dress shirt maker’s sewing machine operators then began to

chant slogans and sing in protest in front of their employer’s shop
during lunch time. After a month of protesting, Gwangjin Apparel paid

severance pay to the operators who were fired for demanding a raise.
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Protest for Jacket Factories
to Directly Pay Apprentices

The Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union had created a task force

to improve wages in jacket making. On March 6, 1976, two of the task
force’s members named Im Geum-ja and Jeong Seon-hui launched

a protest demanding jacket factories to directly pay their apprentices.
Over the next two weeks, twenty-five factories joined the protest.
Factory owners responded by offering sewing machine operators

a raise of 50 won per jacket in exchange for maintaining the practice
of having sewing machine operators cover their apprentices’ wages.
Then some factories fired their workers for leading the protest, which
prompted the Union members to plan a street demonstration in front of
Pyeonghwa Market on March 26. Although the plan failed because of
a leak, the authorities mediated the situation by having jacket factory

owners agree to directly pay their apprentices.
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Memo on Plans for a Street
Demonstration with Sewing
Machine Operators Employed by

Jacket Manufacturers
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Status of Wage Disputes at Jacket
Factories
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Report on the investigation of the
workplace where union members
are fired
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Document of Consultation Between
the Union and Jacket Manufacturers
Regarding the Sewing Machine
Operators’ Protest

1976 |1 24.4x17.5
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Protest Against
Dress Shirt Makers
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On May 2, 1977, members of the Cheonggye Garment Workers’ Union
who were working for Gwangjin Apparel, Darimsa, Samjeongsa,
Angwangsa, and Yurimsa demanded a raise from 34 won to 50 won
per dress shirt. When the factory owners suggested a compromise of
40 won per dress shirt, the Union members refused and chose to go
on strike. A few days later on May 5, sewing machine operators
stopped working and began to protest in the classroom originally
meant for the Union's educational programs. Two hundred and fifty
workers took part in what became the first organized strike to take
place in the Cheonggyecheon area. Startled by the strike’s impact, the
Labor Administration’s Jungbu District Office and the Jungbu Police
Station'’s intelligence division intervened to reach an agreement to pay

50 won per dress shirt.
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