Police in the industrial northeast of China detained three labour leaders yesterday after violent clashes in two cities involving thousands of laid-off workers protesting against unpaid salaries and welfare benefits, witnesses said. 

The protests are reportedly the biggest organised demonstrations since the pro-democracy crackdown in 1989. 

Several thousand workers laid off by state firms in Liaoyang and Daqing took to the streets yesterday in the latest of a string of demonstrations highlighting mounting pressure on the mainland leadership. 

Police seized three labour leaders in Liaoyang after thousands of workers braved driving rain to besiege City Hall for a third day to demand back pay and the release of a spokesman detained on Sunday, protesters said. 

In Daqing - a former "model" city home to China's biggest oilfield - a car was overturned as between 4,000 and 5,000 workers protested a day after several were injured in clashes with paramilitary police, a police official said. 

Witnesses said the protests were the largest they could remember in Daqing and Liaoyang. 

In Liaoyang, police seized Xiao Yunliang, Pang Qingxiang and Wang Zhaoming, three workers' leaders from the city's bankrupt Ferroalloy Factory, after about 10,000 workers thronged the Government headquarters, protesters said. 

Police let about 1,000 protesters inside the mostly empty building and locked a few chosen representatives in a room, but workers broke down the door and released them, they said. But as they left the building, the police struck again, the protesters added. 

Police in Liaoyang declined to comment. 

The Daqing police official said thousands of workers had besieged a building owned by PetroChina to continue protests that started three weeks ago over what they say is inadequate compensation for job losses. 

Han Dongfang, a labour activist from the China Labour Bulletin in Hong Kong, said: "It doesn't matter if it's Daqing or Liaoyang, these are the biggest organised demonstrations since 1989." 


