
 

Thursday 20 April, 2017  

Exclusive: SBS Radio exposes exploitation of 
Vietnamese migrants in Melbourne eateries 

Investigation finds international Vietnamese students 
expected to work excessive hours for below average wages 
by fellow migrants.  

*Full online investigation here*  

 

An exclusive investigation led by SBS Radio’s Vietnamese program has uncovered exploitation and 

underpayment of migrant workers in Vietnamese restaurants in Melbourne, with international 

Vietnamese students sharing their experiences of being expected to work excessive hours for hourly 

rates as low as six dollars.  

 

After a social media post from a Vietnamese student sharing their experience working at a 

Melbourne-based restaurant attracted hundreds of comments from others in the community claiming 

to have had similar experiences, SBS Radio commissioned an investigation to explore the allegations 

further.  

 

As part of the investigation, an undercover job seeker sought work at more than 20 Vietnamese 

restaurants across South East and West Melbourne, with the footage of her experience revealing that 

most of these restaurant owners refused to discuss wages upon employment of staff, with none 

offering more than ten dollars per hour, paid only in cash. One staff member advised SBS Radio’s 

undercover job seeker that she shouldn’t question wages if she wanted to remain employed. 

 

SBS Radio Vietnamese Digital Producer, Trinh Nguyen, said: “When students started to contact the 

program with similar or worse experiences, we felt that it was our responsibility to examine and raise 

awareness of this important issue so that it can be addressed.”  

 

SBS Vietnamese Radio Producer, Olivia Nguyen, adds: “It is alarming to see increasing numbers of 

students facing such extreme situations in the Vietnamese community. What is more surprising is 

that fellow countrymen could exploit the vulnerability of these migrants, paying them as little as five 

dollars per hour.” 

 

Further conversations with students, conducted as part of investigation, reveal that some 

restaurateurs maintain two financial diaries, with forged data on the number of employees being 

supplied for ATO purposes. Students also advised that Vietnamese migrants are preferred 

employees for easier communication, and that due to the language barrier and limited grasp of 
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English; international students are willing to accept any job conditions and salaries to survive in 

Australia.  

 

A Vietnamese student, Aggie Phan*, told SBS Radio: “She (the boss) treated me like an animal. I 

don't think it happens to me and lots of international students. I don’t think that I could become a 

victim of exploitation. I don’t have a right, even I go to toilet, they monitored me, I don’t have a right to 

eat in lunchtime. I cried and told my parent back home that I might made a wrong decision when I 

came here [sic].” 

 

Four years after working in a Vietnamese restaurant, Helen Nguyen, who has now completed her 

studies and is currently working as a nurse in Sydney, recalls the mistreatment she experienced, 

telling SBS Radio: "They [my employer] said I was too young and they felt…sympathy for me. So 

they hired me, paid me $35 per day for training period. I was so happy; I did not know the minimum 

wages in Australia was about $16, $17 [per hour].  

 

“They promised if I work hard for them during a long time, they will pay me more. But I was very 

shock for the first day at work. I had to clean everything, do kitchen hand, and do waitress jobs. At 

that time, I recognised my owner was playing a trick on me,” she added.  

 

When contacted by SBS Radio, the Fair Work Ombudsman indicated that they are aware that small 

businesses are exploiting their labour and consider this extremely serious. 

 

A spokesperson said: "The Agency is focused on ensuring more is done to ensure culturally and 

linguistically diverse business operators understand and comply with Australian workplace laws. We 

understand that there are cultural challenges and vastly different laws in other parts of the world, but 

want to increase awareness that it is essential that all businesses operating in Australia understand 

and apply Australian laws." 

 

Speaking in defence of small businesses in Melbourne, the President of Footscray Asian 

Business Association, Wing La, says that it is not fair to blame the underpaid issue on restaurant 

businesses, and that exploitation is not only occurring within the Vietnamese community. 

 

He said: “This has happened because of the two parties. If students decisively refuse underpayment, 

then this [issue] wouldn’t exist. To some extent, this is also the students’ fault. It is not easy to solve. 

One side is willing to be exploited; other side is ready to take offense. It is not only happening in 

Vietnamese communities, but also other communities”. 

 

A comprehensive report on the investigation is available online at the SBS Radio Vietnamese 

website, including detailed responses from all stakeholders.  

 

Watch the full report on SBS World News at 6.30pm today (Thursday 20 April).   

 

* Name changed 
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