
Beginners Trade Union Guide to Macau [Macao] 
 
Despite a growth in GDP of some 28 percent in 2004 and its recent entry into the UN World 
heritage Site, Macau remains a little known territory compared to its big sister Hong Kong. 
While freedom of association is respected and strikes are legal, most trade unions are 
organized in a pro-Beijing grouping and strikes remain rare despite long working hours, 
poor wages, and a lack of collective bargaining and written work contracts.   
 
Background 
 
Macau is located on the southern coast  of China with in t he Pear l River  Delta,  som e 35 m iles 
west  of Hong Kong.  I n 2004 Macau had an approxim ate populat ion of 454,300.   Macau is 
8.6 square m iles and com prises of a peninsula of Guangdong province and t he islands of 
Taipa and Coloane.  I n t he 1500s Macau was set t led by the Portuguese,  becom ing a de facto 
Portuguese colony in t he m id 1880Õs.   
 
Macau falt ered in the 1900Õs when its econom y stagnated and it  was by and large ignored 
by it s colonial m aste r.  I n 1967 and 1974 Portugal t r ied to hand Macau back to t he m ainland 
governm ent  but  it  was not  unt il 1987,  after  the Hong Kong Ð China agreem ent  had set  a 
precedent  t hat  China agreed to take t he colony back.   The Joint  Declarat ion on the Quest ion 
of Macau set  20 Decem ber 1999 as the date on which China would resum e sovereignt y over  
Macau.   
 
I n Decem ber 1999 Macau becam e the Macau Special Adm inist rat ive Region [ MSAR]  of the 
PeopleÕs Republic of China.  As w ith the form er Br it ish colony Hong Kong,  Macau is governed 
under t he st ructure known as Òone count r y,  two system s,Ó established by the 1987 Sino-
Portuguese Joint  Declarat ion and MacauÕs const it ut ion on the basis of a m ini-Const itut ion 
known as t he Basic Law.  One count ry  two system s refers to MacauÕs capitalist  econom y and 
m ainland ChinaÕs ÔsocialistÕ econom y.   The Basic Law states that  with the except ion of  
foreign and defense affairs, Macau should m aintain a high degree of autonom y for 50 years 
aft er t he return t o Chinese sovereignt y.   The non- elected Cent ral governm ent  in Beij ing  
m aintains the ult im ate right  to int erpret  and sole right  t o am end t he Basic Law. However,  
Ar t icle 40 st ipulates that  t he prov isions of the I nternat ional Covenant  on Civ il and Polit ical 
Right s ( ICCPR) ,  the I nternat ional Covenant  on Econom ic,  Social and Cult ural Right s 
( ICESCR)  and t he Convent ions of t he I nternat ional Labour Organizat ion ( I LO)  as they apply  
to Macau w ill cont inue to be in place. 
     
Government 
MacauÕs Basic Law does not  provide for universal suffrage or  direct  elect ion of either the 
legislature or  head of governm ent , known as the Chief Execut ive (CE) .  I n 2004, Macao held 
the second elect ion of it s Chief Execut ive and unlike Hong Kong where there is a growing 
dem and for  universal suffrage am ong the public, t here were only a few  such calls from  civ il  
societ y  in Macao.  Edm und Ho is the current  CE.  Ho was Ôre- electedÕ unopposed for  a second 
five-year t erm  in 2004 by a 300-m em ber Elect ion Com m it t ee appointed by the Beij ing 
cent ral governm ent  represent ing four  different  societal sectors. Ho reportedly  gathered 
som e 99 percent  of votes.  The one- cham ber Legislat ive Council is com posed of indiv iduals 
elected by popular  vote, or  by funct ional const it uency.  Other m em bers are appointed by the 
governm ent . These arrangem ents facilitat e a default  m ajority for the governm ent . The 
ability  of cit izens t o change t heir  governm ent  is lim it ed,  w ith rest rict ions on t he capacit ies of 
legislators to int roduce legislat ion Ð the CE has the right  to veto all draft  legislat ion by 
indicat ing disapproval. 
 
Several civic associat ions and Òpolit ical organisat ionsÓ funct ion as polit ical part ies and put  



forward candidates in elect ions.   Key polit ical pressure groups are the Catholic Church,  the 
Macau Societ y  of Tour ism  and Entertainm ent  ( Sociedade de Tur ism o e Diversoes de Macau 
(STDM) )  Ð a t estam ent  to MacauÕs casino-based econom y Ð and t he Union for  Dem ocracy  
Developm ent .   Freedom  of assem bly is prov ided for by t he law,  with required not if icat ion of  
public m eet ings or  dem onst rat ions, and is generally  upheld by the governm ent . There are 
cr im inal penalt ies for  governm ent  officials and counter-dem onst rators im peding th is right .   
Current ly  there are only  a few  vocal governm ent  cr it ics in the Legislat ive Council although 
there are several pro dem ocrat ic NGO groupings which include legislators. 

The consolidat ion of gam ing as a m ainstay in MacauÕs econom y has allowed for the 
successful elect ion of a m em ber of the Macau Gam ing I ndust ry  Laborers Associat ion t o the 
Legislat ive Assem bly. Mem bers from  the gam ing indust ry have been reported to be put t ing 
six candidates forwards for elect ion and re- elect ion in the Septem ber 2005 elect ions under 
the com bined nam e of the ÔUnion of the General Federat ion of Gam ing Sector WorkersÕ. One 
m ajor  par t  of their  elect ion cam paign is t he [ locally popular]  opposit ion to the im portat ion of  
foreign workers in the gam ing sector. 

Economic Facts: Background 
 
Macau is generally  lacking in natural resources,  with its econom y centered on tourism  and 
gam bling in the services secto r,  and text ile and garm ent  export s Ð up t o 83%  of export s Ð 
in m anufacturing. Previously  Macau relied on the product ion of fireworks and m atches.   
 
I n 1962 t he consolidat ion of gam bling under a single syndicate,  Sociedade de Tur ism o e 
Diversoes de Macau (STDM) , m arked the beginning of the revival of Macau as a tour ist  
at t ract ion and it s slow  econom ic recovery.  Macau,  along w it h the Shenzhen Special 
Econom ic Zone (SEZ) ,  a por t ion of Guangdong Province and Hong Kong form s the so called 
Pearl River  Delta which has been t he m ost  econom ically  dynam ic region of China since the 
start  of t he econom ic reform s. The regionÕs GDP was reportedly over USD100 billion in 2001  
-  in 1991,  alm ost  50%  of foreign investm ent  in China was in Guangdong,  and 40%  in t he 
PRD.   Prev iously Macau was slow to benefit  from  the econom ic growth in the surrounding 
region but  in the past  five years or  so Macau has seen a rem arkable rise in it s fortunes.   
   
There has been a significant  rise in growth rates year on year as well as increased tourism  
and investm ent .  The r ise in t ourism  has been dr iven prim arily  by an increase in the num ber 
of m ainland tourist s -  in 2000 m ore t han 8 m illion tour ists visit ed Macau and t he num ber 
jum ped to som e 17 m illion in 2004. Since the resum pt ion of Chinese sovereignt y,  gang  
violence has signif icant ly  declined, to the benefit  of the tour ism  secto r.  [ Som e say t his was 
due to covert  agreem ents worked out  between the local t r iad gangs and the new Chinese 
author it ies to reduce overt  gang act ivit ies aft er  the Portuguese left ] .  MacauÕs recent  ent ry  
into the list  of Unit ed Nat ions World heritage Sit es will further  st rengthen the growth of  
tourism . According to the Macau Econom ic Serv ices Bureau,  real GDP rose 28%  in 2004 to 
MOP80 billion.   The GDP per capita has been steadily  rising,  m easuring US $17,782 in 2003.   
 
Foreign investm ent  is welcom ed by the governm ent  which offers land concessions and  
financial incent ives to int ernat ional capital.  Since 2002,   when  MacauÕs gam ing indust ry  
was opened up to foreign com panies t here has been a sharp surge in t he num ber of foreign 
investors com m it t ing to developm ent  proj ect s in Macau Ð both for  casinos and for  other  
ventures.  I t  is est im ated t hat  gam bling is now responsible for 40%  of Macau's GDP.  
 
Beginning in 2004,  Macau and m ainland China have been engaged in the Closer  Econom ic 
Partnership Arrangem ent  (CEPA) ,  a free t rade agreem ent  opening up m arkets in both 
product  and services sectors and facilitat ing t rade.  I n addit ion,  t he cross-border indust r ial 



zone between northern part  of Macau and Zhuhai serves as a fur ther  point  of econom ic 
contact .  I n July  2005,  t he European Union president  Jose Manuel Barroso visit ed Macau and 
em phasized MacauÕs new role as "a plat form "  for  t he boom ing cooperat ion between China 
and EUÓ.  
 
Media 
There are several m edia channels in Macau.   These consist  of Chinese and Portuguese-
language daily  and weekly  publicat ions,  as well as three t elevision networks,  and 
Portuguese, Cantonese and Mandarin radio stat ions.   Newspapers from  Hong Kong and 
other internat ional sources are w idely available.    
 
Freedom  of speech and of the press are protected by law  and have generally  been upheld 
by the governm ent ,  with no apparent  change in policy  following the 1999 t he return t o 
Chinese sovereignt y.  Ar t icles crit ical of the governm ent  and its off icials as well as opin ion  
colum ns on polit ical and econom ic policy  appear on a regular  basis.  Voices with in the pro-
dem ocracy m ovem ent  have charged t hat  the posit ion taken by Chinese- language 
newspapers is sym pathet ic to off icial Chinese posit ions and do not  give due at t ent ion to 
liberal and pro-dem ocracy v iews.  Several Port uguese- language publicat ions and one Hong  
Kong paper sold in Macau are m ore likely t o cover such views. However there have been 
report s of int im idat ion of those who do speak out  against  the Beij ing governm ent  both  
polit ically  and in t erm s of labour right s.  Opposit ional and overt ly  polit ical civ il society  is 
relat ively  weak in Macau. 
 
Workforce & Unemployment 
 
MacauÕs total workforce num bers approx im ately  223,000 people and a m edian m onthly  
wage of t he em ployed populat ion in 2003 was 4,801 patacas.  Figures for  2004 indicate that  
between 20,000 and 30,000 people are em ployed in m anufacturing which represent s a 
significant  decline in the last  decade as product ion has m oved t o sites on t he m ainland.  
Governm ent  figures for  t he first  quart er of 2005 report  a shor tage of 7,104 vacancies in t he 
gam ing secto r.  Despit e the shortage, in Decem ber 2004 the average m onthly wage in t his 
sector was 10,370 patacas (US$1,340)  a drop of 1.4%  on June 2004.  The gam ing sector  
current ly  em ploys over 21,000 people.  
 
Unem ploym ent  reached 7%  in m id-2000 and has been on the decline since,  reaching a 
seven-year low of 4.1%  in ear ly  2005, affect ing over 9,000 people.  These changes reflect  a 
process of st ructural change in em ploym ent .  The relocat ion of m anufactur ing facilit ies 
across t he border  t o Zhuhai in China drove up unem ploym ent  rates,  but  the m ore recent  
developm ent  of new casinos and hotels has created a large dem and for  workers,  creat ing a 
labour shortage in t he const ruct ion and casino indust r ies of between 8,000 to 10,000 
workers.   
 
The shortages have fuelled a heated debate on im portat ion of labou r.   Despit e new 
regulat ions which seek to prom ote local em ploym ent  opportunit ies in t he gam ing indust r y,  
Macau has also developed labour im portat ion schem es for unsk illed and skilled workers who 
cannot  be recruit ed locally  and is also considering addit ional m easures.  Som e local labor  
groups have claim ed that  the high percentage of foreign labour is eroding the bargaining 
power of local workers and in May 2005,  t he General Union of Manufacturing Workers 
appealed to the Governm ent  t o exam ine t he applicat ions for the im portat ion of foreign 
workers,  and to avoid im port ing non- technical labou r.  I n July 2005,  som e 600 people held a 
dem onst rat ion which called upon the governm ent  to give pr iority  in em ploym ent  to 
m ainland born offspring of Macau resident s who are current ly  wait ing for the r ight  of abode 
in Macau.   



 
Labour and Trade Union Rights 
 
Prior  t o Macao's reunif icat ion wit h m ainland China in Decem ber 1999, the right  to collect ive 
bargaining,  to organise and to freedom  of associat ion were protected under Portuguese law  
which was applied in the colony.  These laws were replaced by a series of decrees,  
int roduced in 1999,  which the governm ent  claim s are in com pliance with I nternat ional 
Labour Convent ions.   
 
Freedom  of associat ion is guaranteed (sect ion 4 of Law No.  2/ 99/ M) , t rade unions m ay be 
form ed and anyone can j oin one.  The dism issal of workers on the grounds of their t rade 
union m em bership or  t rade union act ivit ies is prohibit ed ( sect ion 45 of Decree-Law No.  
24/ 89/ M)  and t here are also regulat ions in the penal code which protect  from  inter ference in 
a workers r ight  t o freedom  of associat ion. 
 
Underm ining all of MacauÕs labour laws and regulat ions is t he r ight  of any em ployee to 
agree t o waive his or  her  em ployerÕs obligat ion to com ply w it h any of the t errit oryÕs labour 
law  or  regulat ions.  Another  m ajor  flaw  is the reduct ion on t he statute of lim itat ions for  
processing labour disputes from  eight  years to one year which has result ed in em ployers 
resor t ing to delaying tact ics.   There are also clauses in the labour related regulat ions which 
specif ically  exclude public servant s and m igrant  workers from  the protect ion of the labour 
law.  
 
Freedom of Association  
 
While there are no rest rict ions on workers joining t rade unions, the r ight  is not  protected in  
law. While the r ight  t o st rike is supposed to be protected by law, there is no legal protect ion 
against  ret r ibut ion by em ployers for  involvem ent  in st r ike act ion.  St r ik ing workers m ay 
therefore be easily  dism issed during or  aft er  indust r ial act ion,  regardless of t he negot iated 
out com e as can be seen by the Sands Casino dispute in October 2004 ( see below) .   
 
 Unions m ay freely  form  federat ions and aff il iat e with int ernat ional bodies.  Most  t rade 
unions in pr ivate sector  are affiliat ed t o the pro-Beij ing Federat ion of Trade Unions which  
aligns itself w it h the both the local and cent ral governm ent  on m ost  issues and does not  
engage in d irect  indust r ial act ion.  There are six independent  unions in the pr ivate secto r,  
two in t he public sector t hree independent  civil service t rade unions.  The General 
Associat ion of Trades Union of Macau is independent . 
 
At  t he end of 2004,  t here were reportedly  173 registered t rade unions,  including 3 new 
unions that  regist ered dur ing t he yea r.  Approx im ately  79 percent  of public sector  em ployees 
were m em bers of a union.  The num ber of private sector workers belonging to a union is 
unknown. 
 
There is no provision for  collect ive bargaining in Macau and I HLO has been unable to f ind 
any collect ive bargaining agreem ent .  
 
 
Trade union officials at Sands Casino sacked  
 
Over 20 cleaners working at  the Sands Casino staged a br ief st rike on 3 October 2004, six  
m onths aft er the casino opened.  The cleaners walked out  are two aft er two union officials 
were f ired in a pay dispute w it h one of t he casino's cont ractors.  The union off icials were the 
chair  and vice chair  of t he Macau Cleaning Workers union. They filed the com plaint  to t he 



Labour Affairs Bureau, accusing the com pany of ant i- t rade union act iv it y.  
  
The off icials were sacked aft er obj ect ing to the cont ractorÕs dem and t hat  60  
WorkersÕ refund wages for  hours that  were not  logged due t o a t echnical problem  with a 
t im ecard m achine stopped work ing.  Aft er  sackings,  the com pany dropped it s dem and for  a 
refund but  has refused to reinstate the two union act iv ists.  
 
 
Migrant workers 
 
Non- resident  workers in Macau num bered approxim ately  30,000 in May 2005,  m ainly  
com ing from  m ainland China and principally  em ployed in const ruct ion and t he garm ent  
indust r y.  There are also several t housand Filipino,  Thai and I ndonesian workers em ployed 
m ainly  in the cleaning and security  indust ries.   
 
Migrant  workers are excluded from  the social welfare system  and t heir  children m ust  pay to 
at t end local public schools. Most  m igrant  workers generally  earn less than half the wage of 
local workers em ployed at  the sam e job and cont ract s are between labour recruitm ent  
agents and the em ployer,  rather  t han direct ly between the em ployee and his or  her  boss.  
Migrant s do not  have r ight  t o collect ive bargaining and m ost  live in dorm itories that  are 
subj ect  t o st r ict  supervision by em ployers and/ or  em ploym ent  agencies.  There is hardly  any 
effor t  by the governm ent  to inform  m igrants of their r ight s and discr im inat ion at  all levels is 
com m onplace.   
 
The use of il legal (and hence unprotected)  labour is also a problem  for  Macau authorit ies 
who regularly  launch crackdowns on the use of illegally  im ported workers,  m ainly  working in 
const ruct ion.  The Macau Labourer  and PeopleÕs Spirit  Associat ion has est im ated there are a 
furt her  30,000 undocum ented m igrant s in t he t err itor y.  I n late 2004, several groups of  
overstay ing or  otherw ise illegit im ate Filip ino workers in Macao were deported and som e 
faced possible arrest .    
 
Trafficking of women and forced labour 
 
There is a thr iv ing t raffick ing network that  prov ides wom en for  the local sex indust ry.  Macao 
is a reported dest inat ion of t rafficked wom en from  Ukraine and Russia and increasingly  
there are report s that  it  is now the newest  dest inat ion for t raff icked South Afr ican wom en.  
Prost it ut ion is w idespread and is not  a crim e,  alt hough liv ing off t he proceeds of prost it ut ion  
is a crim e.  Local police generally  t urn a blind eye t o the sex t rade which is seen as going 
hand in hand w it h t he boom ing m ainland tour ism .  There are also regular cases of wom en 
who reported t hat  they were brought  to Macau under false pretences and on arrival have 
had their passport s confiscated and are forced to work in prost itut ion to pay off the debt s 
they have incurred in t raveling to Macao.   
 
Wages and working conditions 
 
The Macau Em ploym ent  Ordinance (MEP)  prov ides for  a 48- hour work ing week,  an eight-
hour workday,  paid over t im e, annual leave,  and m edical and m aternit y care. According to 
the I LO the average num ber of hours worked per week in 2003 was 47.  Maternit y leave in 
the pr ivate sector  does not  m atch condit ions in the public sector  and the ent it lem ent  of 
m ale workers to f ive days of paternit y  leave is only  applicable in t he public secto r.   
 
There is a m inim um  wage for  m igrant  workers but  not  for local workers. The law  establishes 
the general pr incip le of Ôfair  wagesÕ and com pliance with wage agreem ents. A labour 



shortage is start ing to push wages up but  holiday t im e is under at tack from  em ployers and  
although the law  prov ides for  a 24-hour rest  period for  every seven days of work,  workers 
frequent ly agree t o work over t im e t o com pensate for generally low wages- levels.  While t he 
average per capita GDP has increased in Macau dram at ically over the last  t hree years, t he 
General Associat ion of Trades Union of Macau has pointed out  that  workers are not  
necessarily  benefit ing from  this increase and that  som e have suffered a fall in their  
standards of living Ð indeed a recent  t rend has been conversely  decreasing benefits ( such as 
paid holidays)  for workers in t he past  two years as t he econom y has taken off.  Although 
wages have increased steadily they are reportedly  not  kept  up w it h r ising liv ing cost s Ð rent  
has doubled in the past  few  years for  exam ple.     
 
I n 2003 t he average m onthly  wage according to I LO figures was 4,801 patacas 
[ approxim ately USD600]  w ith a low of 2,755 for those work ing in pr ivate households 
(predom inately  cleaning and other  dom est ic dut ies)  and a high of 14,075 for  t hose in public 
adm inist rat ion. Wom en had an average wage of only 3,888 com pared to the m ale figure of 
5,732 [ a gender wage difference m uch higher t han Hong Kong]  
 
Employers' power 
 
Labour cont racts Ð when they exist  Ð often use deliberately obscure term inology and m any 
workers,  especially  m igrants,  do not  receive a cop y.  Unt il 2004 when English was added 
follow ing lobbying by m igrant  workers groups,  Macau law stated that  cont ract s m ust  be in 
Portuguese or  Chinese.  I f  an em ployee needs a cont ract  to be t ranslated,  he or  she m ust  
bear the costs.   
 
The power of em ployers t o change unilaterally the wages and work ing condit ions of  
em ployees or  to t erm inate their  em ploym ent  ( which is equivalent  to dism issal)  is therefore 
unchecked.  I n the context  of th is excessive em ployer  power and w it h no legal- inst itut ional 
fram ework for  collect ive bargaining workers are easily  vict im ised and discrim inated against  
for their  union act iv it ies.  The use of tem porary and short  t erm  cont ract s has reportedly  
been increasing thereby reducing the num ber of workers covered by pensions,  sick leave,  
paid holidays and other  benefit s as well as effect ively  reducing wage bills. 
 
The Future 
 
Current ly som e 20 percent  of MacauÕs workforce is st ill em ployed in the t ext ile indust ry  
(est im ated t o be som e 27,000 people)  and there are fears that  the ending of t he Text ile 
Arrangem ent  in Decem ber 2004 m ay lead t o t he furt her  decim at ion of the t ext ile sector in 
Macau.  I n the f irst  quart er  of 2005, MacauÕs econom ic expansion slowed to 8.5 percent  as 
the growth in t ourism  slowed slight ly  and t ext ile export s fell.  Text ile and garm ent  export s 
which count  for  alm ost  t hree quarters of MacauÕs export s fell 22 per cent  in t he first  quart e r.  
 However,  according t o local m edia,  the int roduct ion of new t rade curbs on certain Chinese 
cloth ing it em s has m eant  t hat  som e firm s who were reportedly p lanning to m ove product ion 
over the border  have rem ained in Macau [ and Hong Kong] . The longer term  healt h of  
MacauÕs t ext ile indust ry  post-MFA rem ains unlikely.   

There are also som e signs that  the const ruct ion and propert y bubble is beginning to burst  as 
the econom y is star t ing to slow  down.  While som e locals state that  the slowdown is a 
tem porary setback others point  t o the slowing num bers of m ainland t ourist s and the r ising 
num ber of em pty flats bought  as investm ents but  st ill w ithout  t enant s.  Hotel occupancy is 
now at  the lowest  level since t he SARS epidem ic in 2003.  Despit e these conflict ing t rends 
m ost  analyst s st ill rem ain confident  of MacauÕs econom ic future. 



 

I n July  2005,  the Macau Legislat ive Assem bly debated a proposed t rade union bill which was 
rej ected aft er m assive lobbying from  business int erest s.   The bill was designed t o establish 
a legal fram ework to regulate union act ivit ies [ spelling out  m any of t he vague provisions 
contained in ex ist ing legislat ion]  and would also have allowed unions to represent  workers 
in lawsuit s and would have given equal right s to m igrant  workers.  Votes in favour of t he bill 
outnum bered votes against ,  11-8,  but  passage required support  from  a m ajority  of the 
legislature's 27 m em bers.  Opponents at tacked t he bill saying it  would adversely  affect  local 
business.  One casino senior m anager and legislator was quoted in the local m edia;  ' ' I  won' t  
vote for  th is law because,  once in effect , I  won't  be able to sack a worker who decides t o go 
on st r ike. ' '    According t o one Macau academ ic the current  labour shor tage and cont inued 
lack of specific labour laws and union related provisions on collect ive bargaining will lead to 
an increase in st r ikes and union dem ands for  wage increases unless relevant  legislat ion is 
passed. 

 


