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Language and Area Training for all Labor Reporting Officers.   
 

Labor officers will not be effective in Arab and Muslim countries if they cannot converse 
with workers in the national language of the country, nor if they are without grounding in its 
history or in Islamic culture.  Language and area training should be expanded so that officers who 
do not have the qualifications are trained in the language and versed in the culture before they are 
assigned to labor officer or labor reporting officer positions in Arab and Muslim countries. 
 
 
Labor Officers must be allowed to do labor work.   
 

The Committee strongly recommends that effective steps be taken to ensure that Embassy 
officers currently serving in labor-designated positions in Arab, other Muslim or key adjacent 
countries, such as Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey, Egypt, Israel, Nigeria, Kenya, Bangladesh and 
Indonesia are permitted the time they need to perform their labor assignments with quality and 
distinction and not be drawn off or diverted into secondary tasks that reduce their effectiveness as 
labor officers.  The DRL Bureau should initiate the necessary steps in the Department to bring 
this about.   
 
DRL should coordinate labor officer work.   

 
The Democracy, Human Right and Labor Bureau (DRL), in close cooperation with the 

Near East Affairs Bureau (NEA) labor advisor (see Recommendation 2 below), should monitor 
the work of the labor officers serving in Arab and Muslim countries, encouraging them to work as 
a team and to network with each other, sharing relevant information and lessons-learned, e.g. on 
how to strengthen constructive U.S. relations with the working class of these countries, on 
successful attempts to promote job-creation, on understanding the nexus between religion and 
labor, and on how to encourage workers to become constructive members of society and 
supporters of democracy. 
     
Recommendation 2.  A Regional Labor Advisor for the Bureau of Near East Affairs 
 

While this committee has recommended in its earlier reports that there should be a Labor 
Officer Advisor in each of the geographic bureaus of the Department of State, there is special 
need for a regional labor advisor position to be reestablished immediately in the NEA bureau to 
coordinate all labor assistance activities funded by the Department of State under the MEPI, 
GMEI and other programs affecting the Middle East.  In coordination with DRL, the NEA labor 
advisor should work closely with the labor officers assigned to Arab and Muslim countries. 
 
Recommendation 3. A Labor Technical Advisor in the Office of the Coordinator for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization 
 
 The recently created Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization within 
the office of the Secretary was designed to coordinate and manage the planning and development 
of policy options in response to failing, failed, and post-conflict states.  In the discussion below of 
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the U.S. experience in Afghanistan and Iraq, we make the case for stepping up badly needed job 
creation programs in those two countries. We believe those experiences amply illustrate the need 
for labor and employment planning to be specifically included in any U.S. reconstruction and 
stabilization efforts undertaken in the future.  The Committee therefore recommends the 
assignment of a labor and employment advisor to carry out this function in the Office of 
Reconstruction and Stabilization. The adviser could be recruited from the Department of Labor, 
which has several experts who have served in Iraq in this capacity. 
 
 

New Policy Approaches and Programs and Strengthening Coordination 
 
 
Recommendation 1.  Promoting ILO core labor rights through U.S. and multilateral 
initiatives to promote democratic reforms and develop economic and trade capacities. 
 

In three speeches over the past year (the 20th anniversary of the National Endowment for 
Democracy, the State of the Union, and the inauguration of the Winston Churchill exhibit at the 
Library of Congress), President Bush recognized the importance of trade unions in promoting 
democratic political reform in the Middle East.  The recent agreement between the Departments of 
State and Labor, whereby the latter will administer funds under the Middle East Peace Initiative 
(MEPI) to assist the Gulf Region and North African countries improve their capacity to implement 
the labor provisions of Free Trade Agreements or Trade Investment Framework Agreements with 
the United States is a positive step. It should begin a major initiative through MEPI to promote 
legal reform and the enforcement of International Labor Organization workers’ rights standards in 
Arab and Muslim countries in cooperation with the ILO. This technical cooperation will be 
provided on a bi-lateral and sub-regional basis. 

 
 The Advisory Committee welcomes this agreement and hopes these funds will also be 

used to support and enhance the capacity of free trade unions in these countries to defend and 
promote workers’ rights in the context of these trade and investment agreements. The committee 
trusts that more programs will emerge from the MEPI and from the Broader Middle East Initiative 
(BMEI) directly assisting trade unions to play their role in promoting democratic political reform 
in the Middle East, as envisaged in President Bush’s statements. 
 
Recommendation 2.  Promoting Social Dialogue, Collective Bargaining and Economic 
Literacy  
 

The key to economic growth and progress, in many Arab countries particularly, is to 
reinvigorate the private sector and to move toward a free market system and greater integration 
with the world economy.  This may require privatization of public enterprises, layoffs from an 
inefficient and/or corrupt public service, and greater flexibility of hiring and firing rules in the 
private sector – all of which create tremendous social turmoil and increase political instability. As 
the most recent World Bank MENA study concludes, a thorough-going reform of this nature 
requires a new social contract entailing adequate social safety nets and protections that has the 
support of the workers because they recognize that there will be an overall net economic benefit 
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to themselves and their families, as well as to the country at large.  This can only be accomplished 
through the active participation of genuinely representative worker leaders in the negotiation of 
the new social order in which there is genuine give-and-take with the other stakeholders in the 
society.  There have been some efforts by the governments of Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia and 
Jordan to involve industry and labor leaders in the discussion of labor market reforms, but these 
will need technical support and assistance.   
 

The United States should support these efforts through training programs for government, 
union and industry leaders, in coordination with the ILO, which has special expertise in tripartite 
social dialogue initiatives.  This program should also be aimed at strengthening the collective 
bargaining process in the private and public sector in the Arab countries.    

 
For Arab trade unions to wisely and effectively defend their members’ interests in 

collective bargaining, as well as in social compact discussions over national economic and 
political reform, a special effort is necessary to improve their economic literacy, and technical 
knowledge and capacity.  An effort should be made to actively involve the democratic 
international trade union movement in such a training program as it has a similar interest in 
strengthening the technical capacity of its member unions in Arab and Muslim countries.  The 
involvement and cooperation of the international business organizations should also be sought.  
This training should be linked to the public diplomacy initiatives recommended below.  

 
 
Recommendation 3.   Need for reinvigorated Labor technical assistance programs 
 

From the technical assistance standpoint, the needs are so great that they require a 
coordinated effort, not only among U.S. Government agencies, but also with the relevant regional 
and multilateral bodies such as the EU, G8 and OECD, the ILO, the World Bank and other IFIs, 
as well as the various Arab development funds.  The United States does not have sufficient 
resources to undertake a massive poverty-alleviation or job-creation program in Arab and Muslim 
countries on its own, but it should explore with the other regional and international agencies 
presently working in these areas how the U.S. can use its comparative advantage to play a more 
significant role than at present.  Six areas in which the U.S. might concentrate its efforts are: 
 
 Strengthening of Labor Ministry services.   
 

Developing the capacity of Labor Ministries in the Arab and Muslim world to collect and 
publish more reliable labor statistics, conduct labor market research, assist in job creation and 
placement, develop and manage sustainable vocational training programs in collaboration with 
the private sector, promote the health and safety of workers, promote the development of fair and 
effective governmental and Alternative Dispute Resolution systems, and insure compliance with 
national labor laws, is critical to a successful transition to sustainable market economies in the 
region.  The U.S. Department of Labor has the technical expertise, but lacks adequate funding to 
undertake a much needed expansion of this effort in the region.   As the proposed MEPI and 
BMEI initiatives do not appear to contemplate such programs and USAID no longer provides 
assistance in this field, the Labor Department should be encouraged to request an adequate budget 
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to undertake this initiative.  
 
Job creation efforts.     
 

A surplus of idle, unemployed middle class youth, including many who have received a 
University education for professional positions in the civil service that no longer exist, are 
increasingly prey for radicalization in some Arab and Muslim countries.  The United States needs 
to take a higher-profile role in helping these countries to promote employment, especially youth 
employment.  This should include vocational training for jobs in which there is an economic 
growth potential.  

 
The Committee notes that there are non-governmental initiatives such as the Youth 

Employment Summit (YES 2002) in Alexandria, Egypt, which launched a Youth Employment 
Summit Decade Campaign of Action to promote youth employment on a global basis. This was 
followed by another Summit that took place in October of this year in Mexico. This initiative has 
spurred the creation of YES country networks, which are youth-led national-level coalitions 
focused on promoting youth employment, including in several Arab and Muslim countries. 
Embassy labor officers should develop contacts with such networks where they exist or are 
planned and explore lending possible assistance.   (See also Recommendation 4 below.)    
 
Strengthening of social safety nets.   
 

Most Arab and Muslim countries have inadequate social security programs which protect 
a select minority of workers in the formal economy to the exclusion of workers in the informal 
economy and others.  Unemployment insurance and pension programs are practically nonexistent.  
DRL and the Department of Labor should lead an interagency effort, which should include 
USAID and the Social Security Administration, to explore ways that the U.S. could make a more 
significant contribution to helping Arab and Muslim countries design modern, effective and 
expanded social safety net systems, with the cooperation of the relevant multilateral agencies such 
as the World Bank and the ILO.  
 
 Child labor alleviation programs.   
 

The Department of Labor currently has funding for child labor programs which remove 
underage children from full-time work, often under forced labor situations, and provide them 
educational opportunities that greatly strengthen their productive capacity and potential when they 
reach adulthood, as well as promoting the overall economic growth of these countries.  DOL 
should target more of its child labor alleviation program effort towards Arab and Muslim 
countries.   
 
Women’s programs.    
 

Unlocking the employment potential of women is one of the most promising ways to 
promote economic growth, alleviate poverty and strengthen political democracy in Arab and 
Muslim countries.  Women face significant barriers to employment, particularly in the private 
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sector.  Programs are needed to support working women to articulate and press for legal and 
governmental policy reforms that can affect their fundamental rights and deal with discrimination, 
illiteracy, health and safety, social insurance benefits coverage, and worker rights. 

  
 Increased support for vocational skills training programs directed towards women is 

needed to provide them with skills that will allow them to compete for jobs in the formal sector. 
Micro credit programs can also play a significant role in improving the economic situation of 
women in the informal sector.  The U.S. Government should be more actively involved in 
women’s employment programs in Arab and Muslim countries.  DRL and the Department of 
Labor should lead an interagency effort to explore ways that U.S. assistance for women’s 
programs in Arab and Muslim countries could be significantly increased and made more 
effective. 
  
 
Recommendation 4.  Short-term work training experiences for labor relations professionals 
in U.S. unions and companies. 
 

DRL should explore the feasibility of developing a program with American multinational 
companies and unions to open the visions and modernize the outlook of professionals and union 
leaders and staff from Arab and Muslim countries, by sponsoring visits to the United States under 
the temporary work visa program so that they can engage in actual paid work experiences in U.S. 
unions and in companies with best practices in labor relations for limited periods of time. The 
Department could complement these temporary job assignments by organizing home visits with 
American families, cultural programs, and discussions for these candidates 
 
Recommendation 5.  Middle East Trade Initiative. 
 

All trade agreements, including the proposed Middle East Free Trade Agreement, should 
contain a binding obligation to adhere to the ILO’s core labor standards, and effective measures to 
enforce this obligation.  Trade agreements should build on the existing workers’ rights conditions 
in the U.S.-Jordan Free Trade Agreement, the Cambodia textile agreement, and U.S. unilateral 
trade preference programs.  It would be inadequate to require parties to the envisioned MEFTA 
merely to enforce their own labor laws, as those laws do not meet minimal international 
standards.   
 

The U.S. Government should ensure that trade agreements are accompanied by generous 
and effective technical and financial assistance to improve labor standards.   Strengthening 
workers’ rights protections in the MEFTA country labor laws should be considered an integral 
part of preparing these countries for participation in the free trade area and funding should be 
included for this in USTR’s trade capacity enhancement program.  Trade assistance programs for 
those who may be adversely affected by increased trade should also be improved and fully 
funded.  
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Recommendation 6.  Preparing for the Phase-out of the Multi-Fiber Arrangement. 
 

The Multi-Fiber Agreement encouraged a booming textile and garment industry 
throughout the developing world and has proven a great boon to employment-creation outside the 
U.S., including in many countries with large Muslim populations, such as Pakistan, India, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Arab countries.  The phase-out of the MFA 
under WTO rules in 2005 will have devastating consequences in many of these countries, as 
manufacturing will move to even lower cost countries, mostly China.  These countries should be 
planning now alternative employment schemes and other ways to alleviate the economic and 
social impact.   

 
The U.S Government should play a prominent role in mobilizing an international initiative 

to assist these efforts through the World Bank and other international institutions.  The 
Departments of State and Treasury and USTR should take the lead in encouraging the IFIs and 
other relevant international agencies to focus more effectively on this problem and on getting 
discussions underway on how to assist the affected countries.   As this is an issue which affects 
entire communities in the impacted countries, the union and industry organizations of these 
countries should be brought into the dialogue as stakeholders and consulted on the measures to be 
taken. 
 
 

Public Diplomacy Initiatives 
 
 
Recommendation 1 -    The ILO Conference 
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The State Department should regularly take advantage of the annual ILO conference in 
Geneva in June and identify beforehand the most significant tripartite delegates (Government 
Labor Ministry officials, trade union leaders and management representatives) who come to the 
conference from Arab and Muslim countries, encouraging U.S. tripartite delegation members to 
develop a constructive relationship with their respective counterparts on the margins of the ILO 
conference.  U.S. worker delegates already carry out an active dialogue of their own with worker 
colleagues from other countries during the conference, including with representatives of the pan-
Arab trade union organization, the International Confederation of Arab Trade Unions (ICATU). 
U.S. employer delegates engage in similar contacts with their counterparts.   
 

DRL and the Geneva labor attache should seek to support this dialogue by reporting back 
more systematically to the U.S. Embassies in the relevant host countries on the highlights of these 
informal civil society contacts, as well as the government to government contacts at the 
conference, encouraging our Embassies to build on these relationships when the delegates of all 
three constituencies -- labor, management and government--return home after the conference.  
Discussion topics of mutual interest flow naturally from the ILO Conference agenda, i.e. 
international trade and development issues, international cooperation in promoting job creation, 
“decent work” and “social dialogue”, etc.  A major item, migrant laborers, is a relevant topic for a 
longer term dialogue with representatives from Muslim countries.  Attempts to get conversations 
begun in Geneva on these subjects should provide a basis for further exchanges and conferences 
between the labor-management specialists of these countries with those of the United States.   
 
 
Recommendation 2 - An Interfaith Labor Dialogue. 
 

In many countries of the world worker movements historically received the blessing and 
support of the respective religious establishments of those countries.  The Catholic Church, for 
example, developed the social encyclicals in the 19th and early 20th centuries promoting a 
humanistic philosophy of social and economic progress, inspired the creation of Catholic workers 
organizations and even a worker priest movement and encouraged the development of a 
Christian-oriented trade union international. Known today as the World Confederation of Labor, 
this organization later became more ecumenical to appeal more broadly to workers of other faiths 
as well and to draw in trade union members from the developing world. In Jewish and Protestant 
thought, teaching and action there were and are similar expressions of support for workers’ 
movements.  
 

 Islam also has a well-defined philosophy towards issues of social justice and the ethical 
value of work.  In Islam, work is considered the only legitimate basis for all richness and 
property.  This is both a right to work and a right to the product of that work.  Work must always 
have an ethical component, either in itself or in its outcome, e.g. establishing a charity 
contributing to the community7 .   The ILO in recent years has sought to convene gatherings of 
                                                

7 Tidjane Thiam, Group Strategy and Development Director, Aviva plc, London, “A Muslim perspective 
on Decent Work,” in Philosophical and Spiritual Perspectives on Decent Work, ed. Dominique Peccoud, ILO, 2004, 
p 155.  
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representatives of the major religions of the world to explore the philosophical and spiritual 
underpinnings of its “decent work” agenda.  In the United States, the AFL-CIO and its affiliates 
have long worked with religious leaders of all faiths to gain local community support for workers’ 
needs and social and economic demands. 
 

DRL should build on these experiences, promoting an international ecumenical dialogue 
among religious leaders of various faiths, making a special effort to bring in Islamic leaders, to 
focus on the human rights of workers worldwide and the need for trade unions to enjoy the 
support of their respective religious communities.  DRL should work toward the convening of a 
summit conference, in the U.S. or in Geneva, under the auspices of the ILO, inviting Islamic 
religious leaders together with trade union representatives from Arab and Muslim countries to 
meet with their trade unionist and clerical counterparts from the United States and discuss an 
international labor agenda which all religious communities can endorse and actively support. 
 
Recommendation 3.  Labor-Management Exchange Visits & Conferences 
 

In recent years, very few leaders engaged in industrial relations in Arab and Muslim 
countries have been invited to the United States on official exchange programs.  DRL should 
breathe new life into this program, encouraging our Embassies to make a concerted effort to 
identify and invite labor and management figures from the Arab and Muslim world on visits to 
the United States and to promote the visit of American industrial relations experts and 
practitioners on speaking tours in these countries.  DRL should take whatever steps are necessary 
to bring this about, seeing to it that this is built into the Mission Program Plans of the relevant 
Embassies and ensuring that there is adequate funding to support a much beefed-up labor 
diplomacy exchange program.  To illustrate the types of exchanges we envisage, the Department 
might consider the following: 
   
 
• A regional program to explore the practical connections between concepts of worker 

rights and human rights in Arab and Muslim countries. 
 
• An International Visitor (IV) Program targeting the writers and editors of trade union 

publications from Arab and Muslim countries.  In concert with our Embassies, DRL 
should determine whether it would be better to conduct this as a regional program aimed 
solely at these countries or as a global program in which candidates from Arab and 
Muslim countries would be mixed in with those from elsewhere around the world. 

 
• A sub-regional IV Program on “Women in Workers’ Movements,” targeting Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and Bangladesh (perhaps adding India and Sri Lanka).  This would focus on 
women’s leadership training and empowerment, in a labor union context.  

 
• A similar sub-regional IV Program for women trade unionists from Turkey and Arab 

countries such as Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt, Palestine, and Iraq if feasible, and 
possibly including Iran. 
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• A sub-regional conference bringing U.S. specialists together with labor and management 
experts from the Gulf States to discuss possible U.S. cooperation with their efforts to 
promote the transition from dependence on often-exploited foreign labor to national work 
forces.  Bahrain, with its new labor law, is in the vanguard of this effort, but most of the 
Gulf countries have been consulting the ILO about needed reforms, and even Saudi Arabia 
is taking cautious steps in the direction of greater workers’ rights.  This program could 
target government and private sector representatives (such as chambers of commerce), 
journalists who write on labor issues, as well as labor leaders from the countries which 
already have trade unions like Bahrain, Yemen and Kuwait.  The ILO, and possibly also 
the Arab Labor Organization ( a sub-regional Organization of the ILO), could be invited to 
help organize this program along tripartite lines.  

 
• A sub-regional conference for trade unionists, labor-management experts, government 

officials and economists from the Maghreb countries, possibly including Libya, which 
could focus on the issues involved in privatization and globalization, including the 
protection of workers’ rights.  Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, with their weak economies 
and growing populations of alienated youth, feel threatened by the developed world.  
Workers’ rights have been a key issue in the negotiations for a U.S.-Morocco FTA and 
will be in the TIFA discussions with Tunisia and Algeria.  The labor-management experts 
of the Maghreb countries are interested in the lessons to be drawn from the American free 
market system and earlier American free trade agreements, and a conference bringing 
American labor and management experts together with their counterparts from the 
Maghreb to discuss their common experiences and outlooks might contribute to better 
understanding in light of the trade negotiations under way. 

 
• Besides the formal IVP formula, DRL should encourage U.S. Embassies in Arab and 

Muslim countries to make greater use of the Voluntary Visitor (VV) Program to 
supplement and enrich the visits of labor-management specialists from Arab and Muslim 
countries who plan to travel to the US independently on professional or private business.  
DRL should also explore ways to strengthen labor exchanges under the Fulbright program, 
provide financial support for the Harvard Trade Union Program to invite candidates from 
the Arab and Muslim countries to participate, and to take advantage of the regular 
meetings of the Industrial Relations Research Association (IRRA) to put the labor 
problems of Arab and Muslim countries on its discussion agenda and to invite speakers 
and participants from this part of the world. 

 
Recommendation 4.  Support Industrial Relations Programs in Arab and Muslim      
Universities and Scholarships for Study in the United States. 
 

The U.S. Government should support academic institutions in the Arab and Muslim world 
to help create degree programs in industrial relations.  This includes support for programs which 
link U.S. and Arab/Muslim educational institutions and which support two-way exchange visits 
between U.S. and Arab/Muslim world academics in the field of industrial relations.  The U.S. 
Government should also fund scholarships for Arab and Muslim students to engage in the study 
of industrial relations in universities in the United States. 
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Recommendation 5.  Taking the Workers’ Rights Message to the Arab and Muslim “Street” 
 

The DRL and Public Affairs Bureaus should make a special effort to bring the U.S. 
message on workers’ rights, decent work and modernization of the economy directly to the Arab 
and Muslim “street” by requesting time on the radio and TV stations of these countries, including 
al-Jazeera, for news and analysis programs on these subjects, including public debates and 
roundtables with the participation of U.S. trade union leaders and labor-management experts. 

 
 
               Regional / Country Specific Recommendations  

Iraq 
 

 Immediately after the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime, organizations and political 
parties that had been banned or worked “underground” started operating openly inside Iraq. 
Leaders and activists who were imprisoned or in exile returned to resume their activities and in 
spite of the security situation, trade union organizing began in both the private and public sectors. 
 
 Several distinct labor groupings have now emerged in Iraq, organized largely along 
political lines (especially at the national and regional levels) as follows:    
 

- the General Federation of Trade Unions, which is a continuation of the old Ba’athist union 
- the newly formed International Federation of Trade Unions which is closely associated 

with the Communist Party of Iraq 
- the Kurdish Trade Union Federation(PUK) and the Kurdish Trade Union Federation 

(KDP)  
- the Union of the Unemployed/Congress of Workers’ Councils & Unions in Iraq 
- a number of professional associations including Journalists, Teachers, and others  

 
At the same time, there appear to be active worker organizations emerging at the 

enterprise level and along sectoral lines, attempting to represent the interests of workers, 
especially with regard to wages, job security and working conditions. In addition, there are 
smaller trade unions closely aligned with Islamist Shiite political parties. 

 
Prior to the transfer of sovereign authority to the Interim Iraqi Government in June 

the Coalition Provisional Authority  worked with the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), encouraging 
it to revise the Iraqi labor code in order to bring it into compliance with the ILO's international 
labor rights and standards conventions.  The CPA is to be commended for its active engagement 
with the IGC and the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs to create an inclusive process, 
including a role for the ILO, in the drafting of the revised labor code.  The Advisory Committee 
trusts that the government of Iraq will be able to continue to pursue, with the ILO’s support, the 
quest for labor law reform on a priority basis. This is an important issue, since until such time as 
the labor law is reformed, the Saddam Hussein labor laws, with their anti-freedom of association 
bias will remain the law.  
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 The Committee also notes the positive information provided by Secretary Powell 
concerning efforts to establish one-stop employment centers and to generate employment that 
were initiated by U.S.  Department of Labor staff attached to the CPA and working with the Iraqi 
ministry of labor and social affairs. [See copies of the Donahue-Powell exchange in Appendix D].  
The Committee also welcomes the fact that a substantial amount of reconstruction funds have 
now been reallocated to smaller, short-term projects which have a greater potential to employ 
more Iraqi workers. Given the continuing high level of violence wrought by the insurgency, these 
smaller, more decentralized reconstruction efforts can be contracted out to Iraqis and provide 
more employment for Iraqi workers at lower cost. 
   
              The Committee recommends strengthening guidelines for all US government contractors 
requiring them to hire Iraqi workers to the maximum extent possible rather than foreign workers. 
 
               The Committee understands that among the plans developed by the advisors from the 
U.S. Department of Labor, there were proposals for construction-skills training projects.  In a 
recent statement, Iraqi minister of Labor Leyla Abdul Latif acknowledges the need for more 
vocational training centers as a critical part of the job creation effort8  The committee believes 
that the construction trades are one of the principal areas in which vocational training of Iraqis is 
needed and hopes that the U.S. will continue to offer assistance in this area to the Iraqi 
government.    
 

Finally, given the political nature of many of the labor organizations active in Iraq, the 
Committee is pleased that the State Department plans to assign a qualified labor officer to 
Baghdad.  We hope this assignment will be made in the near future and that a labor officer,  
expert in the language and the  region and possessing the requisite political outreach skills, will be 
able to operate out of the  U.S. embassy in Baghdad as soon as security conditions permit. 

 
Afghanistan 
 

The Committee recognizes the important progress made by the people of Afghanistan 
toward the reconstruction of their country and the establishment of democratic governance.  The 
adoption of a new Constitution, the installation of an elected President and scheduled 
Parliamentary elections, are significant steps forward in the national effort to restore normalcy, 
enhance stability and provide the Afghan people with the hope and opportunity to improve their 
daily lives.  The Committee is concerned, however, that the vast majority of Afghans have yet to 
realize a “peace dividend” in the form of employment and income generating opportunities. 
 

A substantial amount of deal construction has been going on in Afghanistan in many areas 
of the country, which has the potential to provide quality employment for substantial numbers of 
Afghan workers.  Such work provides an invaluable alternative for young men in particular, many 
of whom now belong to the militias as their only form of employment.  However, it has been 
widely reported that labor is being imported into Afghanistan for road construction, building 
construction, and other types of work because of a shortage of skilled Afghan workers.  An 

                                                
8 The Minister’s Interview 
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important employment generation opportunity is being lost.   
 
A major program is needed immediately to equip Afghan workers with the skills they 

need to find employment, particularly in the construction and maintenance sectors.  Such a 
training effort should include an effective job placement component. There are successful 
examples which can be applied such as the Building Crafts Training Centers established in Poland 
after the fall of the communist government, and the skill centers established in South Africa and 
elsewhere.   
 

Specifically, the Committee believes a need exists to establish skills training centers in at 
least three areas of the country:  Kabul, a city in the south or southeast (Kandahar or Jalalabad), 
and a city in the north (Mazar-I-Sharif).   
 

In addition to programs that generate skilled employment, the Committee sees a profound 
need to find ways to support less traditional income-generating approaches.  The Committee notes 
the success of micro-credit programs in South Asia, many of which have gained international 
attention and praise.  These schemes, which are not very costly and have a degree of self-
sufficiency built into them, have been instrumental in providing the means to establish various 
small-scale, self-employed and cooperative income generating activities.  Many of the most 
successful programs in the region are run by worker organizations themselves such as the Self 
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India.  A micro-credit program in Afghanistan could 
make a significant contribution to the broader effort to generate employment and other income 
opportunities and represents one important approach to provide a means of livelihood for Afghan 
women.    
 

The Committee recognizes that there is a significant problem in Afghanistan with regard 
to child and bonded labor.  All efforts to generate employment and other income opportunities 
should have as a fundamental objective the elimination of the worst forms of child labor and 
bonded labor.  In this regard, it is imperative that fostering and improving the education system 
remain a focus of development assistance.  Part of that process involves active engagement with, 
and skills development for, teachers. 
 
Israel and Palestine  
  

The lack of progress toward a just and lasting peace for Palestinians and Israelis is an 
impediment to substantial progress toward democracy and development in many other parts of the 
region. The Committee urges the Administration to play an active role in helping to reduce the 
violence and terrorism and bring the parties together for ongoing negotiations until an agreement 
is reached.  
 
 There are worker organizations established in the West Bank and Gaza including the 
ICFTU-affiliated Palestine General Federation of Trade Unions (PGFTU).  The PGFTU 
maintains contact with Histadrut, the Israeli national trade union center.  
 



 29 

The employment situation for Palestinian workers remains bleak.  It is in Israel’s interest 
to cooperate actively in efforts to generate employment opportunities for Palestinians. The U.S. 
government should support joint programs on job creation that include the participation of the 
Israeli and Palestinian unions in the context of the broader peace process.  Independent union 
groupings in Jordan, Lebanon, and perhaps Egypt, should also be encouraged to participate in 
such discussions.  To this end, the Committee recommends U.S. support for the ILO's Palestine 
Fund for Employment and Social Protection proposal, which seeks to identify public/private 
resources to support the development of the private sector in Palestine, create job opportunities, 
and contribute to the upgrading of skills of the labor force. 
 
Western Europe 

 
In his latest book, French scholar Gilles Keppel10 makes the case that Europe has emerged 

as a major battlefield on which the future of global Islam will eventually be decided.  Over ten 
million immigrants from Muslim countries live in Western Europe. In countries such as France, 
Britain and Germany, large Muslim populations are living in secular, democratic societies.  All 
the tensions and contradictions of the larger Muslim world are compressed into the lives of these 
European Muslims.  Keppel maintains that it is in Europe that Islam may finally find its 
accommodation with modern life and that, through their exposure to democratic secularism, 
Europe’s young Muslims have the potential to serve as purveyors of democratic values to the 
Muslim countries from which they and their families emigrated. Or, conversely, the rigid Islamic 
identity of these young people could lead them to reject cultural integration into the European 
environment and to embrace cultural separatism, causing some to resort to violence as an 
expression of social resentment and hatred justified on religious grounds.  French officials, for 
example, fear that the social malaise felt by Muslims in the suburbs of France’s major cities, 
living for the most part in below-standard housing projects and experiencing relatively high rates 
of unemployment, will be expressed as religious extremism, leading eventually to increasing acts 
of violence and terrorism. 

 
The national trade union federations of virtually all the countries of Western Europe, 

supported by the European Trade Union Confederation, engage in some level of effort to combat 
discrimination against Muslim immigrants, help them find jobs, assimilate them into the labor 
movement, and provide them access to the European social safety net system. The labor attaches 
in U.S. Embassies in Western Europe should track the efforts of these trade unions to integrate 
Muslims into the European economy and society and, in collaboration with the AFL-CIO, explore 
ways to cooperate with and strengthen these activities.  These attaches should also, as feasible, 
directly cultivate relationships with working-class Muslim immigrants, especially trade unionists, 
as well as the advocacy organizations which work to integrate them into European society. The 
labor attaches should develop expertise concerning the ideological and religious currents which 
influence Muslim workers in Europe. 
 
 
Conclusion 
                                                
10 Gilles Keppel, “The War for Muslim Minds: Islam and West; Belknap Press, Harvard University Press, 2004 
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 By focusing on the professional and social issues of the world of work that are critical to 
improving the livelihoods of workers in Arab and Muslim countries, the assistance and public 
diplomacy programs recommended here will go a long way toward building friendly and 
constructive American ties with a vital sector of Arab and Muslim society--and through these 
inroads begin to contribute to a more positive public opinion at large in these countries towards 
the United States.  
 
  These programs should send a signal that the United States genuinely cares about 
working conditions and living standards in these countries and is prepared to invest its resources 
seriously in promoting an improvement in those conditions.  They would also serve to 
demonstrate that there are common problems affecting workers in the United States and the 
Muslim world in an increasingly globalized economy and that there are values and interests which 
American and Muslim workers worldwide share. 
 
 To have the desired effect, the United States must be willing to invest sufficient resources 
in these activities.  The proposed recommendations are relatively inexpensive in cost terms, but 
they do require a commitment and sustained investment, which have been lacking to date.  The 
Committee believes that the objectives laid out in this report are matters of vital concern not only 
for the Department of State, but also the Department of Labor and USAID, among other agencies. 
 
   The Middle East Partnership Initiative run by the Department of State is a logical source 
of potential funding for many of the activities recommended here, and the Department’s Public 
Affairs Bureau should take a lead hand in considering the public diplomacy program that we 
recommend.  USAID should also be asked to review our recommendations for proposed activities 
that relate to its assistance programs and we believe that the Department of Labor has a major role 
to play, particularly on the labor technical assistance side of the programs which we have 
recommended.  USTR is another relevant agency in the matter concerning enhancement of the 
economic literacy and technical capacity of trade union leaders in the context of U.S. trade 
agreements. 
 
 Lastly, we cannot overemphasize the central importance of an indispensable human 
resource in the Department of State’s Labor Diplomacy toolkit, which is key to the success of the 
war for the mind of Muslim workers worldwide.  This is the Embassy Labor Officer, who should 
be the nerve center of all government activities in the host country aimed at influencing workers’ 
opinions, advancing workers’ rights and economic democracy, and promoting economic 
development activities in the labor field, as well as serving as the Embassy’s primary reporting 
source on what goes on in the labor arena in the country that is salient for the U.S. Government.  
Hence, the importance which we give to the Department of State’s posting full-fledged, fully-
qualified Embassy labor officers in all the major Arab and Muslim countries and mounting a 
special program for recruiting and retaining academics, area specialists and labor experts who can 
fill, and excel in, these positions.   The Department, unfortunately, has allowed the labor officers 
to be diverted from their primary labor function in recent years by taking on other responsibilities, 
taking a toll on the vital outreach aspects of the function.  This needs to be reversed, especially if 
Embassy labor officers are to manage the very dynamic and activist roles in the Arab and Muslim 
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world which we envisage in this report.   
 
  
     #  #  #  # 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Summary Notes on Other Labor Movements in the Muslim World 

 
 (The following section presents a summary view of labor movements in most of the countries with a 
significant Muslim population (more than 50% Muslim or over one million Muslim population) but we have not been 
able to cover all of such countries. The nations of Sub-Saharan Africa, India, and others are obviously important but 
time did not permit the necessary research in those areas. We have also excluded from this paper, as beyond the 
purview of the State Department, any discussion of the Muslim population of the U.S.) 
 
 
 
North Africa 
 

Independent trade unionism has a long tradition in North Africa in the former French 
colonies of Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria.  The labor movements in these countries continue to 
be recognized as important national institutions as a result of their role in the anti-colonial 
struggles against French rule.  The trade union centers in Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria are 
affiliated to both the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) and to the 
International Confederation of Arab Trade Unions (ICATU), and consequently represent 
important links between the international trade union movement and other Arab national and 
regional trade union structures.  Since many ICATU affiliates are closely aligned to their 
governments and ruling parties, the more independent trade union movements of Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Algeria represent important models for independent trade union development 
throughout the region.   

 
Unfortunately, these unions are under siege.  For the past decade there has been increased 

government interference in union operations.  Attempts by private sector workers to organize into 
unions have been resisted by employers, often with the active support of government.  Despite 
their present difficulties, the Committee wishes to highlight the central role the unions of North 
Africa can play as models of independent, representative trade unionism in the Arab world 
particularly.  U.S. policies should be directed towards encouraging North African governments to 
enforce ILO core labor standards including freedom of association.   

 
The negotiations between the United States and Morocco for a bilateral free trade 

agreement were completed earlier this year and the agreement should be signed shortly.  It is the 
Committee’s hope that this agreement will generate much needed employment and at the same 
time promote respect for basic worker rights. 
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Libya 
 

The Libyan national center, the General Federation of Producers Trade Unions, is 
completely controlled by the government and administered by the "People's Committees".  
Migrant workers may not join the federation.   
 

With the recent lifting of most US economic sanctions against Libya and with Qaddafi's 
announced plans to privatize much of the Libyan economy, major American companies are 
making plans to expand their interests in Libya.  Libyan trade union leaders understand that 
economic liberalization measures will slowly force changes in the nature of the relationship 
between the General Federation and the government and have reached out to US and European 
trade union centers for information and support.  For the first time in decades there is now an 
opportunity to engage the Libyan government on the enforcement of the ILO's international rights 
and standards, and to work with Libyan civil society organizations independent of government 
control. 
 
 
Egypt 
 

The Egyptian government recognizes the Egyptian Federation of Trade Unions (ETUF) as 
a constituent organization and consults with its leadership regularly on labor-related issues.  A 
new labor law has been passed and partially promulgated after ETUF aggressively campaigned 
for its passage.   
 

Although the ETUF leadership sees some benefit in maintaining close relations with the 
Mubarak government, they are becoming increasingly aware that as the Egyptian economy 
transitions to a more market-based economy the ETUF must establish more space between itself 
and the government and become more responsive to its rank-and-file members.  Local federation 
elections in 2000 saw the replacement of many long-time incumbents with new, younger leaders.  
These changes are symptomatic of broad dissatisfaction and unease by rank-and-file workers as a 
result of Egypt's push to privatize its national industries and move toward a market economy. 
While current political and economic trends in Egypt are challenging those traditional unions they 
are also challenging them to reform internally to remain relevant to their members.   
 

Egypt’s political importance in the Arab world is underscored by its role in the Israel-
Palestine peace process and President Mubarak’s relations with the Western world and Arab 
neighbors.  Given that significance in the region, the Committee believes that the placement of a 
full-time labor attaché in Cairo should be a priority. 
 
Jordan 
 

Jordan holds promise as the most forward looking country in the Levant in terms of 
modernizing its economy and political structures.  As in most countries in the region, Jordan 
suffers high unemployment, mismatched skills and jobs, and a growing informal sector 
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increasingly filled by women with low incomes and few social protections.  Jordan's labor unions, 
which claim to represent 30% of the workforce, have varying views on how to respond to the 
changes taking place in the country.  Although the General Federation of Jordanian Trade Unions 
(GFJTU) and many of its 17 affiliates continue to maintain close ties to the government, some 
leaders within the organization recognize the opportunities for growth and representative 
collective bargaining created by the gradual loosening of political control.   
 

A few union leaders see the US-Jordan Free Trade Agreement as an employment 
generating vehicle which will test their skills as organizers and negotiators.  They understand that 
the country, lacking a diverse economy, is vulnerable to global competition which can draw 
whole industries out of the country on short notice, leaving significant numbers of semi-skilled 
workers suddenly unemployed.  The same union leaders recognize that previous government 
oversight was a detriment to their ability to represent workers and are now looking for assistance 
to help build more independent institutions. 
 

The GFJTU is affiliated to both ICATU and the ICFTU.  The latter affiliation has 
introduced Jordanian trade union officers to counterparts in the ICFTU and given them access to 
new perspectives on democratic trade union responsibilities and accountability.  
 
Syria 
 

Freedom of association and the right to bargain collectively are recognized in Syrian law, 
but not in practice.  Centralized Ba’athist Party political authority and domination give labor 
unions little room to function as representative organizations.  All unions are required to belong to 
the Ba'athist controlled General Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU), whose president is a senior 
member of the Ba'ath party.  The GFTU is a de facto extension of the government apparatus.   
 

ICATU is headquartered in Damascus and receives financial and political support from 
the Syrian government through its affiliate, the GFTU.  ICATU enjoys the shelter provided by 
Syria, and is exploiting the increasing regional concerns about American intentions in the Middle 
East.  At the same time, ICATU realizes that the political and economic landscape is changing in 
the Arab region as reform-minded governments respond to global influences.  Some in ICATU 
are working to develop more outreach to the international free trade union movement, including 
the ICFTU, and the World Confederation of Labor (WCL), in order to position ICATU to 
influence the economic liberalization and democratization policies of these organizations and to 
monitor their relationship with Arab trade union movements. 
 

The US government should develop a concerted strategy of discussions, exchanges, and 
study tours involving key ICATU and Syrian trade union representatives to introduce them to 
alternative approaches to skills training, unemployment services, and market-based collective 
bargaining, which can create work incentives and more responsive trade unions. 
 
Lebanon 
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Sometimes seen as a cosmopolitan, internationalist country, Lebanon is also defined by its 
political and ethnic fiefdoms, whose energies are expended on internecine battles.  This web of 
political tension is reflected in trade union organizations that are also aligned with various 
political groups.  The most viable labor federation, the General Confederation of Labor (GCL)) 
represents workers in a broad swath of private industries and businesses.  Public sector workers 
are not permitted to join unions. 
 

Because labor organizations are not unified, their ability to effectively represent workers 
and protect them from anti-union discrimination is diminished.  The divided unions are unable to 
correct deficiencies in labor law, including limits on freedom of association and job 
discrimination, and are ineffective in promoting labor-management relations initiatives. 
 

Lebanon hosts a number of international labor-related organizations, including the ILO 
Workers’ Bureau (ACTRAV) whose Middle East regional office is in Beirut.  Similarly, two 
Global Union Federations, the Public Service International (PSI) and the International Federation 
of Building and Woodworkers (IFBWW), maintain offices there.  However, the fractured labor 
movement in Lebanon is unable to take full advantage of these international organizations 
because of internal bickering or insufficient sectoral representation. 
 

The labor federations are affiliated to both ICATU and ICFTU.  US support of labor 
development in Lebanon has been sporadic over the years.  
  

The Gulf States 
  

With few exceptions the Persian Gulf area is generally without effective labor laws and 
has few established unions. Workers who suffer the most, in the absence of any representation 
structure, are often the migrant workers, who account for up to 90% of the labor force in many 
Gulf States.  In many countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, government policies of 
replacing migrant workers with their country’s nationals have been in breach of the most basic 
human rights.  Most migrant workers in the Gulf are badly paid and strictly controlled by their 
employers, who often confiscate their passports and exploit them in conditions of near slavery. 

 
Bahrain 
 

Developments over the last couple of years in Bahrain may represent a breakthrough in a 
region long associated with a fundamental lack of respect for basic worker rights.  A new trade 
union law promulgated in September 2002, for the first time introduced freedom of association in 
Bahrain and partially lifted the ban on the right to strike.  Of particular note, the new law 
envisions union membership for migrant workers, who make up a majority of the labor force, and 
may even allow them to be elected to leadership positions. 

 
Saudi Arabia 

 
The Committee cautiously welcomed the announcement by Saudi Arabia that it would 

allow Saudi and foreign workers to establish “workers committees” at workplaces employing 
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over 100 people.  However, trade unions remain strictly banned, so these committees can have 
only minor effects.  The Committee encourages the U.S. government to work with Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf States to, at a minimum, adopt and expand similar labor rights measures and to 
move quickly toward full recognition of the right of freedom of association.  (A protocol entered 
into between the Gulf Coordinating Committee and the ILO already commits the Gulf States to 
promoting core labor rights in the region.). 
 
 
Yemen 
 

Yemen's legacy of civil war and difficult reunification have left marked divisions within 
society, produced poverty, high unemployment, and most recently relative isolation caused in part 
by terrorist activity including the attacks on the USS Cole and the French tanker, the Limburg.  
The economic impacts of these attacks were significant.  Shipping and other insurance rates 
increased by 400 percent.  Investment slowed dramatically and the country's import-export sectors 
withered. Only now is the situation beginning to change for the better. 

 
 The Yemeni government has publicly disavowed terrorism and renewed its international 
commitment to root out terrorists and recently signed a Framework Agreement with the USTR to 
begin discussions on expanding trade. And, while Yemen appears to be gradually becoming a 
more democratic state, ready to modernize its economy, efforts to decentralize state-run 
monopolies are meeting resistance by those in the Yemeni government who stand to benefit from 
the status quo.   
 

Workers and their organizations understand the need for economic transformation but are 
concerned about jobs in an economy with 37 percent unemployment and a nation in which 40 
percent of the population lives in poverty. For change to proceed, unions must be included in the 
dialogue about economic restructuring.  To the extent they participate in these discussions, 
democracy in Yemen will form deeper roots and help secure sustainable economic changes.    
 

The General Federation of Workers' Trade Unions of Yemen (GFWTUY), claims a total 
membership of 350,000 members within 14 affiliated unions, and is slowly healing the wounds of 
the mid-1990's secession and civil war.  During that period the federation suffered ideological and 
political clashes, union leadership schisms, and confiscation of union property and other 
resources.  Rebuilding the democratic infrastructure of the GFWTUY and building unity among 
the unions of the north and south through common programs are priorities of the federation. 

 
South Asia  

Pakistan    
 

Some of the most democratic, independent trade unions in South Asia exist in Pakistan.  
Pakistan’s unions provide a positive model for the sub-region and for countries with large Muslim 
populations.  The ICFTU has three affiliates in Pakistan that have been engaged in merger talks 
that should culminate this year.  A fourth national center, the Muttiheda Labor Federation (MLF), 
has held discussions with the ICFTU affiliates regarding its participation in the merger.  
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 These unions not only represent their members effectively on the job but have strongly 
resisted efforts of the government to suppress their activity and have consistently called for free 
and democratic national elections. As political institutions, the broader struggle between Islamic 
extremists and more moderate leaders is often being played out in these unions and they represent 
a major counterforce to extremist elements within Pakistan. 
 

The Workers-Employers Bilateral Council of Pakistan (WEBCOP) was formed four years 
ago. All three International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) affiliates – All Pakistan 
Federation of Labor, All Pakistan Federation of Trade Unions, and the Pakistan National 
Federation of Trade Unions – are members, along with the Employers Federation of Pakistan.  
The primary aims and objectives are to generate employment and promote employability,  
increase industrialization, develop sound labor relations while improving productivity, and 
improving the quality of the product and the quality of working life. 
 

This joint effort represents a sophisticated approach to the developmental problems of 
Pakistan and has the potential to be a model not only for the sub-region but also for the larger 
Muslim world. 

 
Bangladesh 
 
 Bangladesh is going through a tumultuous period of transition which will likely be 
exacerbated very soon. The driving force of the Bangladeshi economy is its garment industry, 
which now accounts for 85% of the country's export revenues and employs 1.5 million workers, 
the vast majority of whom are women.  The Dhaka office of the United Nations Development 
Program has predicted that Bangladesh may lose as many as one million jobs in a three-year 
period following the end of the global garment/textile quota system because of the phase-out of 
the Multi-Fiber Agreement.  Government and industry are grappling with structural adjustment 
strategies to position Bangladesh to compete with China’s huge, low-cost and high-quality 
garment industry when trade is no longer regulated by quotas.   
 
 While Bangladesh generally has a reputation for being a moderate Islamic country, it is 
bitterly divided between political parties which often put their own interest before the nation’s.  
The Committee notes that with the phase out of the MFA, the attendant job loss has the potential 
to fuel social and political instability.  Unfortunately, most of the Bangladesh trade unions are 
organizations captured by political interests and ill-equipped to play a strong role in addressing 
this challenge.  There is the need to promote a voice for workers through independent labor 
organizations to deal with the changes in the economy and a need to develop a  partnership 
between workers, government and investors to manage this transition, as well as to address the 
implementation of freedom of association and ILO core labor standards in the country’s Export 
Processing Zones. 
 

Southeast Asia 
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The Philippines 
 

The Committee believes that civil society organizations including the labor movement 
have a role in reducing the conflicts between Muslim and Christian workers, as well as promoting 
investment and new jobs as a means to redress economic disparities.  Trade unions and their 
members in Mindanao, including the local union chapters affiliated with the Trade Union 
Congress of the Philippines (TUCP), have suffered setbacks as a result of the ongoing conflict in 
the area.  Thousands of organized plantation workers, for example, have been sidelined, or have 
seen their income plunge.  As part of its basic mandate to promote the economic well being of its 
members, the TUCP has a vested interest in the development of peace and stability in the region.   
 
 
 
Thailand 

 
After nearly three years of rule by the Thai Rak Thai (TRT) Party led by Prime Minister 

Thaksin Shinawatra, democratic civil society in Thailand and international observers are seriously 
concerned about the Thai government’s lack of commitment to democratic principles, including 
freedom of association, freedom of the press, and human rights.  Some observers, such as former 
U.S. Ambassador to Thailand Morton Abramowitz, have written that “Thailand, a close friend, is 
undermining U.S. efforts to foster democracy and the rule of law in an important region. . .”  This 
view was echoed by United Nations human rights envoy Hina Jilani in an April 17 report to the 
60th session of the Commission on Human Rights in Geneva, in which she characterized 
Thailand’s human rights situation as “worsening.”  She also pointed out how this deteriorating 
human rights environment negatively affected minorities and migrants, such as the Burmese. 

 
 This weakening of commitment to democracy, and a security approach to solving social 
issues, has resulted in increased abuses of minorities by the security forces which has exacerbated 
Muslim grievances in Southern Thailand.  This deterioration of law and order has had a ripple 
effect in other parts of society and impacts also the labor movement.   
 

Regulatory efforts to ensure that employers follow the Labor Protection Act of 1998 have 
declined as provincial labor inspectors take less interest in enforcement, especially in rural, newly 
industrializing provinces such as those in the South where the Muslim population is largest.  
Attacks on freedom of association for workers, failure of employers to comply with the law of the 
land, and weak government enforcement are creating an atmosphere in which disputes are 
increasingly being settled by street protests. 
 
 It is in the interest of the U.S. to support programs in Thailand which enhance the rule of 
law, institutionalize core ILO labor standards, including freedom of association, and improve the 
human rights environment aimed at preventing an escalation of Muslim grievances and backlash. 
 
Indonesia 
 
 In the wake of the Asian economic crisis and the subsequent eruption of deadly ethnic 



 38 

conflict between Muslims and Christians, Indonesia has begun a transition to a fragile democracy. 
  

Free and fair elections were held in 1999 for the first time in a generation.  By the end of 
that year Indonesia was then the only Southeast Asian country to have ratified all eight core ILO 
conventions, including freedom of association and collective bargaining. 
 
 As a part of the overall political thaw and the ratification of ILO Convention 87 in June 
1998, the Indonesian trade union movement blossomed, and for a few years became the fastest 
growing labor movement in the world.  Freed from their Soeharto-era restraints, unions organized 
millions of new members, engaged in public policy debates, educated voters and engaged 
candidates during the elections, and joined like-minded NGOs to pursue civil society efforts such 
as promotion of the rights of migrant workers and election monitoring.  Given the demographic 
realities of Indonesia, the vast majority of these workers were Muslim.  New emphasis by the 
labor movement was also placed on educating and elevating women into positions of 
responsibility. 
 
Malaysia 
 

Despite labor restrictions found in Malaysia, the country has one of the region’s more 
important and solid labor organizations in the Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC), the 
sole national labor congress in the country, representing more than 600,000 workers.  In a region 
where labor disunity tends to be the norm, and multiple national labor centers spring up, the 
MTUC is a positive example of the power of labor unity. 
 

As the largest mass-based organization in the country dedicated to increasing 
democratization and political reform, the MTUC continues to play a crucial role in resisting the 
absolutism of the Malaysian Barisan Nasional government, until recently led by now-retired 
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad and the UMNO. The Committee notes that the MTUC is 
unique in its efforts to target and educate grassroots workers from all ethnic backgrounds and 
from all areas of the country—peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and Sarawak—on democracy and 
trade union rights.  In this way, the MTUC continues to promote an alternative vision of Malaysia 
as a multi-racial democracy, moving away from the racial/ethnic definition of political 
participation that still defines much of the country's political culture.  

 
Central Asia 

 
In Central Asia, authoritarian governments remain the dominant political model. 

Restrictions on freedom of association have stifled the growth of independent media, opposition 
political parties, and free trade unions.  Citizens have little opportunity to express their 
dissatisfaction in peaceful ways through the political process or the media.  The arbitrary use of 
executive power and the lack of rule of law continue to increase public cynicism.    
 

Trust in democratic institutions and ideals is not automatic in Central Asia and must be 
built slowly, one step at a time.  In some of the Central Asian countries, the governments must 
also contend with the increase in activity by Islamic extremists.  As various ethnic groups feel 
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excluded from political and economic participation in society, they have begun to seek avenues of 
expression in extra-societal institutions, including radical Islam.  In response, the governments 
have begun to show signs of escalating repression against peaceful Islamic activities, an action 
that could radicalize youth and push them closer to the extremists. Trade unions, with their large 
membership and a sustained interest in defending workers’ rights, and their potential to respond to 
the challenges facing the region, represent a large segment of Central Asian societies that cannot 
and should not be ignored. 
 
Kazakhstan  
   

All Kazakh unions are faced with multiple challenges to freedom of association and the 
right to organize and bargain collectively.  The Kazakh government has rapidly implemented 
economic restructuring without clear rules for tendering, financial transparency, or standards for 
corporate social responsibility, and has been willing to attract foreign investors by suppressing 
unions.  The current Kazakh labor law clearly violates international labor standards and makes it 
difficult for unions to survive at any level.  The law allows employers to create “alternative” 
company unions, fully controlled by management.  An employer needs to sign up only ten 
employees (including management staff) to form a union.  At the TenghizChevrOil Company, 
employers created two alternative unions in order to weaken the ability of the existing union to 
defend its members’ rights.  The company then signed agreements with all three, placing the 
legitimate union automatically in the voting minority and effectively annulling the collective 
agreement. 
 
Kyrgyzstan 
 
 The Federation of Trade Unions of Kyrgyzstan currently groups 22 sectoral unions and six 
regional councils, uniting about one million workers (about one-third of the workforce). 
 
 In the early years of Central Asia’s post-Soviet transition, the Kyrgyz Republic began a 
promising move toward democracy.  However, during the past several years the country has 
regressed in its development.  Almost 500,000 Kyrgyz have migrated to Russia and 60,000 to 
Kazakhstan in their search for work, and many of these men, women, and children have become 
victims of human trafficking. Child labor is a problem in the agricultural sector.  Women have 
been especially hard hit by the economic decline and drop in living standards, and have moved in 
increasing numbers into the expanding, unregulated informal economy, where much of the 
country’s economic activity now occurs.  These major issues continue to dog the government of 
Kyrgyzstan, and are challenging the trade unions to play a constructive role in any attempts to 
implement responses to these issues. 
 
Uzbekistan 

 
Uzbekistan’s economy and labor relations system have remained close to their origins 

under Soviet rule.  Three-quarters of Uzbekistan’s workers remain in the state sector and 
organized labor is heavily concentrated in industrial sectors.   The Uzbekistan Trade Union 
Federation (UTUF) claims 6.5 million members, structured into 13 sector unions and 14 regional 
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trade unions. The federation works closely with the government but it has manifested its 
independence in suing the government over wage arrears. The UTUF, uniquely in this part of the 
world, is lead by a woman president, with more than three-quarters of its leadership being 
women. 
 
Tajikistan 
 

Tajikistan, which gained its independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 and then 
suffered through a five-year civil war, remains politically and economically unstable.  
Economically, 80 percent of the country’s 6.4 million people live in poverty, according to the 
United Nations.  Forty-six percent of children under five suffer chronic malnutrition.  As a result 
of the dire economy, more than 500,000 Tajiks leave the country each year in search of work, 
according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM).  However, trade unions and 
other organizations are beginning to exert some strength and to participate in the effort to forge a 
more democratic government.  Trade unions in Tajikistan are an important part of the developing 
market economy.  In 1991, Tajikistan was the first former Soviet Republic to pass a law 
governing trade unions.  The Tajikistan Trade Union Federation has 1,300,000 members.  
Agriculture, education and government unions predominate although the TTUF represents all 
sectors of the economy 
                                                 #       #        #       #       #  (Copy includes all edits thru 12/9) 
.  
 


