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Electronics brands must protect workers from hazardous chemicals in the Philippines  

Results from a new Swedwatch survey indicate shortcomings in the human rights processes of 

leading smartphone and laptop brands sourcing from the Philippines. The mostly female factory 

workers risk severe health risks from exposure to hazardous chemicals and many fear dismissal if 

they speak out. Despite the Philippines being ranked among the world’s worst countries for 

workers’ rights, the brands fail to demonstrate adequate awareness of risks to workers’ health 

and safety.  

As the manufacturing of common ICT devices has increasingly been outsourced to Southeast Asia, so 

have many human rights risks in the production process. In the Philippines, the mostly female 

workforce is exposed to hazardous chemicals and serious health impacts. In a Swedwatch report 

launched in 2020, women complained of chest pains they attributed to fumes inhaled in poorly 

ventilated spaces without proper protective equipment. Several had suffered from miscarriages.  

“I am the fourth woman on our production line to get cancer,” one worker said in the Swedwatch 

investigation. “The chemicals were so strong that the gloves melted on our hands,” said another.  

All the women worked in plants located in special economic zones where trade union activity is 

restricted. 

Following the 2020 investigation, Swedwatch surveyed five well-known brands: Apple Inc., Dell 

Technologies Inc., HP Inc., Intel Corporation and Samsung. The briefing Hazardous chemicals in ICT 

manufacturing and the impacts on female workers in the Philippines is based on their responses.* In 

dialogue with Swedwatch, the brands said they follow relevant Filipino legislation and global 

industry standards, but the survey responses indicate that their due diligence processes to ensure 

safe and healthy working conditions did not take into account the high-risk location.  

“The brands’ responses did not indicate that their measures were taking the grave labour rights 

situation in the Philippines into account, nor that they had properly considered the potential impact 

of these chemicals on women, including pregnant women, whose bodies are affected differently to 

men,” said Swedwatch researcher Olof Björnsson. 

According to Electronics Watch, a monitoring group working to protect the rights of workers in 

electronics supply chains, gender considerations of occupational safety are often overlooked:  

“A large portion of the electronics production workforce are women of child-bearing age. But 

occupational exposure limits rarely account for the heightened vulnerability of pregnant women,” 

said Electronics Watch director Björn Claeson.  

The violent climate for labour rights and freedom of expression in the Philippines makes it next to 

impossible for workers to claim their rights. According to the International Trade Union 

https://swedwatch.org/publication/report/ict-companies-must-act-to-protect-workers-from-chemical-exposure/
https://swedwatch.org/publication/report/ict-companies-must-act-to-protect-workers-from-chemical-exposure/
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Swedwatch_MICTF_briefingJan2021.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Swedwatch_MICTF_briefingJan2021.pdf


Confederation, the general situation for workers and unions in the country makes it one of the worst 

places in the world to be a worker. 

“Workers we spoke to said they risk dismissal if they ask questions about hazardous chemicals. Only 

a few percent of Filipino workers can turn to a trade union for support. Union representatives face 

intimidation and violence and are at risk of being murdered,” said Björnsson. 

Swedwatch calls on the companies surveyed, and all companies sourcing from the Philippines, to 

follow international norms and conduct heightened human rights due diligence – an investigative 

process to assess and address risks to workers in their supply chain – and ensure measures are in 

place to protect them from chemical exposure. These efforts should employ a gender lens, 

examining the impacts on women and men separately and applying solutions tailored to those 

different impacts.  

For more information or to arrange an interview please contact Tom Sullivan, Communications 

Advisor, on +46 730462753 or tom@swedwatch.org 

*Apple Inc.’s response is not included in the briefing as the company’s reply was submitted after 

deadline and after the briefing had been finalized. However, the company’s answer can be found on 

Swedwatch’s website www.swedwatch.org 
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