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Decent work and a life lived in dignity and peace is central to human aspirations, to
an equitable, inclusive and sustainable development and to the existence of a con-
tent society. The terms and conditions of decent work that need to be valued in

human societies encompass four elements: fundamental principles and rights at work and
international labour standards; employment and income opportunities; social protection
and social security; and social dialogue and tripartism.

Do industrial relations in Pakistan are governed by these values? If yes, to what extent, and
if not, what is the gravity of violations of these parameters? And how the workers and other
stakeholders are responding to the challenges?

The report on the status of labour rights in the country attempts to answer these questions
to some extent, and very briefly. For, the issues are complex and intricately intertwined. A
full and comprehensive exploration of all dimensions of the existing world of work is a
gigantic task beyond the scope of this report produced by a small resource centre.

In the first section of the report, an effort has been made to present a brief macro picture
of labour, economy and politics, and then focus on workers' conditions and their struggles
in just a few select sectors (agriculture, textile, brick kilns and the fisheries). In the second
section, seven research articles on key issues (access to resources, food security, labour leg-
islation, social protection, minimum wages, bonded labour and migrant labour) are pre-
sented to share information and the researchers' insights. A few crucial areas remain to be
explored, particularly occupational health and safety and unionization in the formal sector.
Efforts will be taken to include these issues in the next report.

The current report, developed by the PILER team, is the second on the subject. The first
report came out in 2007. The present report thus covers a period between 2007 and 2010,
a period of great political turmoil in the country and an economic down slide, but with a 
silver lining…

Zeenat Hisam
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1. Introduction
National Context

The closing years of the decade (2007-
2010) were marked by political turmoil,
escalating militancy and army operations

under the 'War on Terror', economic crisis,
increasing provincial disparities and a deepen-
ing divide of Pakistani society along ethnicity,
religion, ideology and class, impacting the work-
force adversely. Global financial crisis of 2008
added to the morass at national level. Economic
growth slowed down to around 2 per cent in
2008-09. The IMF assistance through Stand-By
Arrangement (SBA), approved in November
2008, lead to harsh fiscal policies.1 Under the
SBA, the government agreed to 11 strict IMF
conditionalities including elimination of all pub-
lic subsidies, reduction in budgetary allocation
for social sector from 60 per cent to 45 percent,
depreciation of currency to further 6-7 per cent
and imposition of value-added tax (VAT). General
subsidies on fuel and food were withdrawn
between March and October 2008.  The core
inflation went up to 17 per cent.2 The number of
food insecure population was estimated at 45
million.3 Military expenditure increased mani-
fold.  During the year 2009-10 Pakistan spent Rs
249.858 billion on defense. In contrast, only Rs
5.964 billion and Rs 22.6 billion were spent to
health and education respectively.

Shrinking opportunities for decent employment,
growing wage inequality and a rising share of
informal and vulnerable employment dominated
the labour market. An estimated 61.9 per cent-
in absolute figures around 32 million out of the
total 51.78 million labour force of 15 years of
age and above-fell in to the category of vulnera-
ble employment.4 Own-account workers and
contributing family workers, categorized as 'vul-
nerable workers' in the current global discourse,
have inadequate earnings and are denied social
security and effective representation through
unionization. Similar precarious conditions pre-

vailed for contract workers in small, medium
and large national and multi-national establish-
ments in the formal sector. Share of informal
employment (including vulnerable employment)
rose to 73 per cent.5

Pakistan has ratified the eight core ILO labour
conventions. However, 'all the core labour stan-
dards are violated massively and flagrantly'6.
Informal sector and agriculture sector workers
remained out of ambit of labour laws. In the
miniscule formal sector, labour inspection to
check violations remains suspended. The most
disappointing act for labour during the years was
the arbitrary enactment of the Industrial
Relations Act, 2008, by the newly elected demo-
cratic government without consultation with the
trade unions who had waged a long struggle
against the militarily imposed IRO 2002. The
IRA 2008, containing several new and all previ-
ous major restrictions on workers' rights, lapsed
on 30 April 2010 leaving a void, a halted labour
judiciary and a disillusioned workforce. An
achievement, however, of the democratic gov-
ernment was the 18th Amendment (signed in to
law on 19 April 2010) that abolished the con-
current list and provided space to initiate the
much-awaited recourse to provincial autonomy.  

The silver lining in the grim scenario was the
induction of democratic government that led to
expanded political and social space for citizens
and civil society groups and the gathering
momentum of the struggles and resistance
movements initiated by the informal sector
workers since the beginning of this decade.

War on Terror

The most disturbing events that severely
impacted people, their lives, meager
assets, and livelihoods were armed con-

flicts and terrorists activities in the country signi-
fying a deep-rooted malaise, related to the



increasing influence of extremist-militant reli-
gious ideology. Violent acts by extremists-
destruction of girls' school, music shops and bar-
bar shops and attacks on public places and
army establishments--increased in Swat when a
radical cleric, Mullah Fazlullah, urged his follow-
ers to wage jihad to avenge Lal Masjid operation
by the Pakistan army. 

The army carried out three operations in Swat
from November 2007 onward, before launching
the full-fledged army operation in May 2009 to
clean up Malakand Division of armed extrem-

ists. A massive exodus of over 6 million of
people7 took place. Temporarily dislocated from
the districts of Swat, Buner, Lower, and Upper
Dir, the internally displaced persons (IDPs) put
up in about 20 camps faced extreme hardships
and the majority on return found their assets
and properties damaged and sources of liveli-
hoods ruined. Being a crucial ally to the US war
on terror, Pakistan Army and the paramilitary
Frontier Corps troop, along with the US and NATO
forces, continued operations in FATA (subse-
quent to the US invasion in Afghistan in
November 2001 after 9/11), and the areas bor-
dering with Afghanistan in their never-ending
chase of 'terrorists'.

The operations, including drone attacks, intensi-
fied in Kyber Agency, Mohmand Agency, South
Waziristan and Jalozai and Orakzai Agencies
during 2008-2010, killings not only militants but
civilians and army personnel. The 2008-09 also
witnessed increasing terrorist activities in

Punjab and Sindh. The Southern Punjab, home
to thousands of madarsahs, was termed by ana-
lysts as breeding ground of militant jihadis.8

According to a report, in 2009 the casualties in
terrorist attacks, operational attacks by the
security forces, intertribal clashes and the cross-
border attacks of the US and NATO forces in
FATA amounted to 12,632 people dead and
12,815 injured.9

Several analyst consider poverty, absence of a
judicial system and writ of law,  non-existing
infrastructure and inequitable livelihood oppor-
tunities in the Federally Administered Tribal
Areas as factors that pushed the populace
towards a militant religious ideology of jihad
that promises rewards and abundance of mate-
rial comforts in afterlife.

The most economically deprived province
Balochistan remained turbulent after the August
2006 killing of its tribal-political leader Nawab
Bugti by the state. Inter-tribal and inter-clan vio-
lence continued along with skirmishes with
state personnel and sabotages against state
infrastructure causing severe hardships to vul-
nerable and poor communities displaced. In
early 2007, an estimated 86,000 internally dis-
placed people were living in make-shift huts
under poor conditions sustained by UN feeding
centers and UNICEF support. Though by June
2007, the government claimed majority of IDPs
returned home, unofficial sources claimed thou-
sands of IDPs from Dera Bugti Khan were still liv-
ing in camps in precarious conditions.

Defence expenditure on account of continued
military operations rose from Rs. 57.5 billion in
2007 to Rs. 82.2 billion in 2009 and to Rs. 86.2
billion in the fiscal year 2010.  Another rising
component of expenditure were the grants given
to non-government entities mainly as payments
to IDPs and as support programmes for the poor
whose number swelled during recent years. Loss
to economy incurred through war on terror has
been immense. It is official estimated that dur-
ing the last three years--2007-08 to 2009-10-the
economic loss was to the tune of US$ 28.8 bil-
lion.  The losses include damaged/destroyed
physical infrastructure, loss of employment and
income and loss of exports.

Political Turmoil and the Change
of Government
It was not just the 'War on Terror' that impacted
people and their livelihoods but the turbulent
and chaotic events of 2007 under the military
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The disparities between the rich and poor
have widened sharply. This, combined

with growing poverty from 3 years of high
inflation, is damaging social harmony. The
benefits of economic development during
the previous 5 to 6 years have largely
accrued to the richer and more educated
because the bulk of this growth was wit-
nessed in the relatively skill-intensive sec-
tors of finance, telecommunications, IT, oil
and gas and in the capital-intensive indus-
tries of cement motor vehicles and motor
cycles, in which those with limited skills, the
majority of the labour force, could not par-
ticipate meaningfully.

Report of the panel of Economists 2010 on Medium-
Term Development Imperatives and Strategy for
Pakistan, Planning Commission, GoP |April, 2010



rule of Parvez Musharraf, disintegrating demo-
cratic institutions, weakened writ of law and a
total loss of culture of dialogue for conflict reso-
lution.  In March 2007 a politico-judicial crisis
ensued when the President filed a reference in
the Supreme Judicial Council against the Chief
Justice of Pakistan and removed him. The
lawyers' associations launched a movement. On
12 May 2007, street gun battles between pro-
and anti-government supporters left more than
40 people dead in the city of Karachi. The
months' long struggle of the lawyers, media per-
son and civil society yielded results and the
Supreme Court reinstating the Chief Justice on
20 July 2007. 

President Musharraf promulgated the controver-
sial National Reconciliation Ordinance 2007 on
5 October. Through a blanket amnesty the
Ordinance absolved the leaders of the Pakistan
Peoples' Party and other political parties (i.e.
Mutehida Qaumi Movement, Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz Shareef Group), bureaucrats and
state officials of all corruption and other
charges. On October 18, Benazir Bhutto's home-
coming was marred by suicide bombing, killing
over 100 of the PPP political workers and enthu-
siasts and injuring hundreds. Aside sufferings
caused by the carnage, the resulting shut down
and countrywide protests brought further hard-
ships to the daily wage earners. On 3 November
2007 General Musharraf declared state of emer-
gency for the second time during his tenure
through the Provisional Constitutional Order
(PCO). The lawyers, the media and the civil soci-
ety activists came out on the streets against
emergency and for restoration of the constitu-
tion. The lawyers' boycott from March to July and
from November onward impacted adversely on
common people as courts, including labour
courts, proceedings were halted and the number
of pending cases rose. 

The outcry against General Musharraf's holding
of the two posts-military chief and president of
the country-finally made him quit his army post
on Nov 27 and he took oath as the civilian pres-
ident of Pakistan, an act supported by the par-
liament. Amidst all these turbulent changes and
chaos, confusion prevailed among political par-
ties whether to boycott or not the general elec-
tion scheduled for 8 January 2008. While most
of the lesser parties including religious parties
decided to boycott the elections, the two major
opposition parties-PPP and the Muslim League
(N)-and MQM in Sindh contested elections.

The most tragic event of the year was assassi-
nation of Benazir Bhutto on 27 December 2007
while she was returning from a public meeting at
Liquat Bagh, Rawalpindi. Her killing sparked an
unprecedented wave of violence-arson and loot-
ing-and civic mayhem that continued for three
days and caused loss of lives and damage to
state and private properties and assets to the
tune of billions of rupees. 

A PPP-led coalition formed a government follow-
ing the February 2008 general elections after
about eight years of military rule (October 12,
1999-November 28, 2007). Stark differences
soon surfaced between the PPP and the PML,
the major issues being restoration of judges that
the PPP evaded. President Asif Zardari's control
over key decisions further alienated the coalition
partners and hampered the government func-
tioning. The lawyers' struggle for an independent
judiciary took a decisive turn when PML (N) also
actively joined it. The lawyers and the PML
launched a Long March from 12 to 16 March
2009. Sensing the mood of the civil society, the
Prime Minister restored Chaudhary Iftikhar as
chief justice of Pakistan through an executive
order.

The year 2009 was marked by an upsurge in ter-
rorist activities. A total of 2,586 incidents of ter-
rorism, insurgencies and sectarian related vio-
lence were reported across the country. The
highest number of the attacks was reported
from the North West Frontier Province (1,137),
followed by Balochistan (792) and the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (559). As many as 46
attacks took place in Punjab, 30 in Sindh, 12 in
Islamabad and five each in Gilgit-Baltistan and
Pakistan administered Kashmir.12 The terrorists
hit mosques, public places, markets and the
establishment of law enforcement agencies. The
situation affected the economy, trade, services
and manufacturing, harshly impacting daily
wage earners and low-tiered, low-wage workers.

Faltering Economy and Rising
Poverty
Escalating operations against extremism was
one of the major reasons acknowledged official-
ly for unprecedented economic slow down.
Policy induced imbalances of the past several
years, sharp decline of investment inflows, and
spike in world commodity prices were the other
factors that led to a severe macroeconomic cri-
sis, growing budget deficit and a sharp cut in crit-
ical and social development.13 Pakistan's GDP
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growth slid down to 2.0 per cent in 2008-09
(from 4.1 percent in 2007) and inflation rose to
22.3 per cent in 2008-09.14 Pakistan's total
external debt increased from $46.3 billion at the
end of June 2008 to $50.1 billion by end-March
2009 - an increase of 8.2 percent.15 The External
Debt and Liabilities as percentage of GDP
increased to 30.2 percent by end-March 2009,
an increase of 2.1 percentage point. 

Pakistan endured a decline in exports of 6.0 per
cent in 2009, while imports contracted at a
much faster rate of 11per cent. Similarly, foreign

direct investment (FDI) sharply declined. In
November 2008, the Government of Pakistan
signed a $7.6 billion, 23-month Stand-By
Arrangement with the IMF to help remedy bal-
ance of payments difficulties. The loan was bor-
rowed on tough conditionalities including with-
drawal of subsidies on petroleum products,
power and food items. The Government
increased the wheat support price by more than
50 per cent, which pushed up retail prices of
wheat and wheat flour across the country hitting
hard the vulnerable and poor strata of society.

The share of agriculture in total GDP kept falling.
In 2008-09 its share was 21.8 per cent. Despite
its decline, agriculture remains the single largest

sector employing 44 per cents of labour force.
Its decline indicates massive neglect of policy-
makers towards this crucial sector.
Manufacturing sector also registered a decline.
Particularly large scale manufacturing went
through a negative growth of 7.67 per cent dur-
ing 2008-09 due to power shortage, shrinking
demand in the export sector and deteriorating
law and order in the country.16 Shrinking large
scale manufacturing led to a steady cut in the
protected (formal) employment and slipping of
workers in to vulnerable employment. In con-
trast, small and medium manufacturing sector
maintained its growth at 7.5 per cent. Again, this
growth resulted in expansion of the informal
labour faced with precarious work conditions.

In 2009 , Pakistan slid to 141st position out of
total 182 countries on human development
index that takes in to account the population's
education, life expectancy, standard of living and
the country's GDP.17 In 2010, Pakistan is con-
fronted with a dismal state of human develop-
ment characterized by extreme social deficit in
health, education, gender equity, decent living
and social protection: 30 per cent poverty head-
count ratio, 58 per cent literacy rate, 76 per cent
households with access to safe drinking water
and 70 per cent households with access to sani-
tation.18

Pakistan, classified as low-income country, had
84.6 percent of its population earning less than
US$2 per day.19 A 2008 UN assessment found
vulnerable households spending up to 70 per-
cent of their earnings on food, but remain
unable to afford an adequate diet. 

1
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Non-Inclusive Economic Growth

Pakistan's growth experience suggests
while it has been able to achieve fairly

decent rates of economic growth, the out-
come has neither been inclusive in ensuring
a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth
nor has the process been sustainable. The
reasons haveincluded neglect of social indi-
cators, a skewed distribution of assets,
weak institutions of governance, inward
looking economic policies and structures,
poor levels and rates of savings and invest-
ments (largely owning to inequitable tax
structure…). This has resulted in the heavy
dependence on external assistance…and
the accumulation and continued growth of
domestic and external debt. In additions,
requirements of security, further complicat-
ed by the recent surge in extremism and
militancy…have resulted in scarce resources
being diverted from critical investments in
human development.

Report of the panel of Economists 2010 on Medium-
Term Development Imperatives and Strategy for
Pakistan, Planning Commission, GoP |April, 2010
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The Gaps and the Widening
Chasm

Last three years of the decade were not only
politically and economically tumultuous
but marked curiously by a mix of hopes and

disillusionment, expectations and disappoint-
ments. The labour movement-though fragile and
divided-- was unified in its struggle against the
Industrial Relations Ordinance (IRO) 2002 prom-
ulgated by the military regime of General Pervez
Musharraf. With the induction of democratic
government, trade unions, workers' organiza-
tions and labour/human rights activists hoped
for an inclusive and pro-worker legislation and
expected the proposed amendments, arrived
through consensus of workers and employers at
the platform of WEBCOP and presented to the
elected government, would be taken in to con-
sideration. But the PPP-led government arbitrar-
ily enacted the Industrial Relations Act 2008 in
November 2008 for an interim period of 18
months (up to 30 April 2010) without consulting
the labour and employers' representatives.
Strong protests from stakeholders led the gov-
ernment to call the Tri-Partite Labour
Conference belatedly in February 2009 with a
proclaimed objective to consult on the draft that
would replace the IRA 2008. The Tri-Partite
Conference, violating its form and essence both,
was instead a gathering of PPP functionaries
and its political activists. Also, the government
failed to formulate a labour policy and neither
did it revise the minimum wages in 2009. 

Trade union federations, workers' organizations
and labour unions continued to hold consulta-
tions, meetings in 2010 demanding to bring
labour laws in conformity with the guarantees
given in the country's constitution and with the
ILO core conventions ratified by Pakistan. But
the efforts against the interim law IRA 2008
lacked cohesion due to the division within labour
bodies and activists along political lines and the

discord between workers and employers repre-
sentatives. The situation aggravated when the
IRA 2008 lapsed on 30 April 2010 creating a
void and closure of labour judiciary in the
absence of a new law. The National Industrial
Relations Commission, labour appellate tri-
bunals, labour courts and registrar trade unions
at the provincial and district level ceased to func-
tion temporarily. The uncertainty and confusion
was compounded with the passage of 18th con-
stitutional amendment that abolished the con-
current list and devolved labour in totality to the
provinces.

IRA 2008

Lke the preceding laws--the IRO 1969 and
IRO 2002 promulgated by military regimes-
-the Industrial Relations Act 2008, enacted

by an elected government, did not conform to
the spirit of the Constitution embodied in its var-
ious Articles, specifically Article 17 (which
ensures the right to form association or trade
union to every citizen). Neither the Act was in
compliance with the ILO Conventions No. 87
(freedom of association) and No. 98 (right to col-
lective bargaining). In addition, it ignored earlier
commitments made through tri-partite agree-
ments and labour policies. That the government
did not consult its draft prior to enactment either
with the workers' representatives or employers
was another breach of trust.

With the exception of a few positive clauses, the
essential character of the IRA 2008 was restric-
tive and exclusionary, as was the case with the
IRO 1969 and IRO 2002. The IRA 2008 exclud-
ed workers from the largest sector--agriculture,
forestry, hunting and fishing--that tops the offi-
cial list of 'Major Industry Divisions'. This
amounted to denial of rights to 22 million work-
ers in this category alone. It also excluded civil
service, teachers, para-medical, contract labour.
In addition, a significant number of public sector
establishments, besides police and the armed
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forces, were explicitly excluded from the ambit
of this law. The IRA 2008 compromised estab-
lished structures for dispute resolutions by pro-
moting and encouraging individual employee-
employer agreements (Sec 2 (XXV)), under-
mined the bargaining position of workers and
unions by reducing the CBAs' tenure to two years
(Sec 24 (11)), encouraged formation of paper
federations (Sec 2(xxvii)) and promoted policing
on labour through the NIRC, while making labour
law violation an easy proposition through inade-
quate deterrents (Sec 72 to 78). The IRA 2008
was, thus, steeped in the restrictive spirit of the
old law of 1969 drafted 40 years ago at the
height of the Cold War era, a time when workers'
rights were deemed inimical to the imperatives
of economic development as well as the defence
of the state, and democratization was absent
from the agenda of the then government. With
the exception of PPP-aligned trade unionists, the
labour bodies were unanimous in their critique
of the IRA 2008. 

Labour Charter 2008

Prior to the announcement of general elec-
tion in late 2007, labour organizations,
facilitated by the Pakistan Institute of

Labour Education and Research, initiated a
process to bring the trade unionists, informal
workers' representatives, labour and human
rights activists and concerned citizens on a sin-
gle platform to lobby for pro-labour legislation
and reforms in labour judiciary. Informal meet-
ings with trade unionists and key labour leaders
in ten cities of Sindh, Punjab and North West
Frontier Province were held till January 2008.
With the induction of the elected coalition gov-
ernment of the PPP and PML-N after February
2008 elections, these efforts gathered pace and
a charter of demands was drafted for submis-
sion to the newly elected government. The draft
was finalized in March in a 2-day national con-
sultation of 65 representatives of national trade
union bodies, grass-roots workers' movement,
civil society organization and labour/human
rights activists. For the first time, national trade
union bodies consulted with the leadership of
grass-roots labour movements and informal
workers' unions. The Labour Charter 2008
demanded the government to strike down
restrictive clauses and introduce the long
sought-after and much-awaited fundamental
changes in labour laws to ensure basic rights,
including the rights of freedom of association
and collective bargaining, to all workers, inclu-
sive of agricultural workers. The Charter was
shared with the government functionaries, par-

liamentarians, media and concerned stakehold-
ers.

Stakeholders' Efforts

The arbitrary passage on 19th November of
the IRA 2008 by the National Assembly
triggered a series of meetings, consulta-

tions and press conferences by trade unionists,
workers representatives, civil society organiza-
tions and employers' bodies. While a section of
trade bodies, aligned with the PPP, were quick to
praise the legislation, the largest trade union
body-Pakistan Workers' Federation-and smaller
federations (Trade Union Action Committee and
National Trade Union Federation) rejected the
IRA 2008.20 Earlier, the Workers Employers
Bilateral Council of Pakistan (WEBCOP) initiated
a process of dialogue between partners on IRA
2008 and organized a consultation on 5
November 2008 at Karachi. Consensus recom-
mendations were submitted to the Government
for approval.21 In January 2009, Pakistan
Institute of Legislative Development and
Transparency, a civil society organization,
briefed the parliamentarians and workers repre-
sentatives on the legislation's pro- and anti-
workers clauses. The need for tri-partite consul-
tation for a new industrial relations law was reit-
erated in several more consultations. During
2009, the WEBCOP held three provincial consul-
tative meetings in Karachi, Lahore and
Islamabad followed by a national stakeholders'
consultation in 15 February 2010 in
Islamabad.22

Representatives of Pakistan Workers
Federation, Workers-Employers Bilateral Council
of Pakistan, Muttahida Labour Federation, All
Pakistan Trade Union Congress met the mem-
bers of the National Assembly and Senate's
Standing Committees on Labour on 2 April 2010
to submit their inputs.23 By mid-April, the
Workers-Employers Bilateral Council of Pakistan
and three trade union bodies--Pakistan Workers
Federation, Trade Union Action Committee and
Muttahida Labour Federation-had submitted
separate proposals/drafts/recommendations
for incorporation in the new law expected to
replace IRA 2008 on 30 April 2010. Meanwhile,
the other key stakeholders-employers/industri-
alists-held their own meetings with the govern-
ment functionaries and the Employers'
Federation of Pakistan submitted its recommen-
dations and many of these were in conflict with
those of the workers' proposals.

It was not only the elected government that did
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not re-formulate an industrial relations law in
conformity with the country's constitutions and
ILO conventions, the trade union bodies and
labour representatives' efforts were not cohe-
sive and fell short of reaching consensus on
many proposed amendments/recommenda-
tions. No unified alternate draft law was submit-
ted by the stakeholders to replace the IRA 2008.

Labour Conference 2010

The Tri-Partite Labour Conference was called
on 16 Feb 2010 after a lapse of eight years.
Besides the Industrial Relations Act, the

government had put on the agenda three other
drafts legislation--Employment and Service
Conditions, Occupational Safety and Health, and
Social Safety Nets--for discussion. Ironically, the
Conference turned out to be the ruling party
(Pakistan People's party) functionaries and polit-
ical activists' gathering rather than a platform
for dialogue between contending stakeholders.
The Tri-Partite Conference 2010 was neither rep-
resentational nor consultative.

Tripartisim, or dialogue between the govern-
ment, workers and employers on equal terms,
plays a crucial role in formulating labour policy
and legislation. The principle is embodied in the
ILO Convention 144 Tripartite Consultation
(International Labour Standards Convention)
1976 which Pakistan ratified in 1994. The gov-
ernment though recognizes the significance of
tripartite consultations, does not abide by its
principle. Even when the criteria of representa-
tion and agenda are observed, the consensus
reached on policy and legislative matter is
ignored while drafting the law as happened in
the enactment of IRO 2002 which negated the
outcome of the Tripartite Conference held in
2001.

The issues in tripartite consultations were sub-
mitted by the Pakistan Workers Federation
(PWF) in its complaint to the ILO Committee of
Experts on the Application of Conventions and
Recommendations (CEACR) in 2008 and again
in July 2009. The PWF also noted that the
Government constituted two national tripartite
boards for two important federal institutions
(the Workers Welfare Fund and the EOBI) and
the selection process of the representatives of
workers in the tripartite boards did not comply
with the Convention. Taking into account the
concerns of the PWF, the Committee asked the
Government to provide detailed information on
how Articles 1, 2, 3 and 5 of the Convention
were applied, so as to ensure that the most rep-

resentative organizations of workers participate
fully in the tripartite consultations required by
the Convention.24 The government, however,
rarely replies to the ILO Committee's observa-
tions and queries.

Services Tribunal Bill 2010

Two anti-workers laws, the Removal from
Service (Special Power) Ordinance 2000
and the Section 2A of the Services Tribunal

Act 1973 were repealed on 5 March 2010 with
the passage of the Services Tribunal
(Amendment) Bill 2010. The draconian legisla-
tive pieces violated basic human rights, the
Constitution and the ratified ILO Conventions,
and had deprived certain categories of employ-
ees of government, semi-government and
autonomous corporations of their right to access
labour judiciary subsequent to their arbitrary
removal, often enmasse, from services. These
laws, used against union activists as one-sided
and punitive by the management and govern-
ment, had created insecurity among workers
and impacted unionization. According to an esti-
mate, the Removal from Service (Special Power)
Act 2000 had affected 37,000 workers in the
public sector (i.e. WAPDA and its distribution
companies, PTCL, financial institutions, com-
mercial banks, provincial departments) in the
last ten years. 

Labour Policy 2010 

Labour policy is a time-bound blueprint for-
mulated by the state in consultations with
other stakeholders that defines broader

principles and guidelines related to the world of
work and workers' rights. A labour policy, in its
essence, affirms economic, social and political
rights guaranteed to all citizens by the country's
constitution and the international covenants and
ILO conventions. It suggests a concrete road
map to legislative reforms. Labour Policy 2010
announced on 1 May was noted by analysts as
grossly deficient on all accounts. It fell short of a
policy document, lacking in research and
insights on ground realities and ignorant of the
government's own past and current initiatives.
Constitutional experts raised the question of its
validity after the abolition of the concurrent list
under the 18th Amendment which rendered
labour a provincial subject.25 Full of sweeping
and redundant statements, rhetoric and a hasty
cut-and-paste of information, the Labour Policy
2010 is full of blunders. 

In Pakistan. labour policy has, by and large,
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remained divorced from legislation. The previ-
ous five labour policies-1955, l959, 1969, 1972
and 2001-did not materialize in to pro-labour
legislation. The Labour Policy 2001 that came
out after a long wait of 29 years, did not even
acknowledge the right of association for all
workers and neither envisioned extending basic
rights to agriculture and the informal sector
workers. Labour Policy 2010 is also silent on
agricultural workers' rights of unionization and
collective bargaining. It only accedes to cover
agricultural workers in mechanized farms (read
corporate farms) for compensation on death or
injury under the Workmen's Compensation Act
1923. On crucial issues of child labour and
forced labour, the policy made cursory remakes. 
The policy failed to outline strategic actions to
address gender disparity in the work force and in
workplace. Rampant violation of ILO Convention
on equal remuneration for equal work and low
participation of female workers is indicative of
anti-women work environment.  Yet, on women's
economic participation, the policy noted a cou-
ple of projects funded by international donors.
The policy talked of Smart Cards for registration
of a minute section of workers already regis-
tered under Social Security and EOBI, and of pay-
ment of wages via banks, ignoring the fact that
less than 15 per cent of the country's population
has access to the banking facilities.

The labour Policy 2010 promises to consolidate
and rationalize labour laws in to five core laws.
The writers of the policy forgot that in 2001 the
Labour and Manpower Division shared six drafts
of consolidated proposed laws with the stake-
holders. The drafts had included the Industrial
Relations Ordinance, the Wages Ordinance,
Conditions of Employment Ordinance,
Occupational Health and Safety Ordinance, the
Human Resource Development Ordinance, and
the Labour Welfare and Social Security
Ordinance. In October 2002, General Pervaiz
Musharraf enacted the Industrial Relations
Ordinance 2002, over-riding stakeholders' com-
ments and suggestions. The remaining five
drafts were put on hold. 

The Labour Policy 2010 states that: "A full-
fledged labour Market Information System shall
be established…" The policy makers, ironically,
are unaware that the Ministry of Labour and
Manpower, Islamabad, has already established
a Labour Market Information and Analysis
(LMIA) system in collaboration with the ILO and
the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP). Operational since 2006, the unit has

brought out till today five valuable analyses as
published documents which can be downloaded
from the website. The system 'aims to provide
up-to-date and timely Labour Market
Information and Analysis that serves as an input
into the formulation and monitoring of labour
and employment policies.26 

1
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Workers' Struggles

Officially the country's workforce is divided under six major sectors. Data is collected and tab-

ulated on these sectors alone. Various sub-sectors under each major sector are not investi-

gated. The most labour intensive sector is agriculture/forestry/hunting and fishing. Currently

45.1 per cent of the total 50.79 million workforce is engaged in this sector.27 The next sector in terms

of workforce strength is wholesale and retail trade which employs 16.5 per cent of the workforce.

Manufacturing engages a mere 13 per cent, a sad reflection on the state of the country's economy.

Construction involves 6.6. per cent and transport and communications employs 5.2 per cent.28

The terms and conditions of work differ in each sector and its sub-sectors. The most crucial factor

determining the status of workforce is its exclusion from the ambit of national labour laws. The

largest component of the workforce, i.e. in agricultural and fisheries, is excluded from all labour

rights, i.e. pertaining to wages, work time, social protection, health and safety. Profiling all the major

sectors and/or sub-sectors is a mammoth task requiring matching human and financial resources,

and beyond the scope of this report. 

The following profiles attempt to give an overview of the selected sectors based on primary and sec-

ondary data, specific case studies and limited interaction with representative constituencies. The

selection of the sectors for profiling the status of labour rights and the workers' struggles is based

on the following criteria:

1. PILER's linkages with, and support to workers' organizations, groups and movements in the 

sector;

2. Small surveys (on 1000 power loom workers and 500 garment factory women workers in 

Karachi), a research project (on 2500 retrenched football stitchers in Sialkot) and case

studies (tenants and brick kiln workers) under taken by PILER team members during 2007 - 

2010;

3. Vulnerability and exclusion of workers;

4. Lack of official data on informal sector workers' status and struggles.

PILER has been engaged with the workers in the textile sector since the last two decades, with fish

workers since 15 years, with brick kilns worker since 12 years and with workers in agriculture since

recently.  Agriculture, fisheries and brick kilns fall under the informal sector and it is only recently

that the brick kilns are being registered under the Factories Act 1934 subsequent to the kiln work-

ers' campaigns. The textile sector, once a formal and unionized sector, has slowly metamorphosed

in to informal clusters of small and medium-sized units and large factories run by contract workers

under global supply chain production or for domestic market.



Manufacturing Sector 
Workers in Textile: Far from
win-win situation
Overview
Textile industry is in decline since the post quota
(post-2004) period. Its share in exports
decreased from 66 per cent in 2004 to 53.7 per
cent in 2008-09.29 Pakistan, being the 4rth
largest cotton growing country, exports 75 to 80
per cent of its total produce of cotton and syn-
thetic textile in the form of yarn, fabric, ready-
made garments and made-up articles. Textile
sector employs 38 per cent of total manufactur-
ing labour force, or 6.7 million workers.30 Textile
industry comprises three sub-sectors: cotton
spinning, cotton cloth and textile made-up. Over
the years, spinning expanded, partly due to
access to cheap raw materials and in part due to
protectionist fiscal policy and export subsidies
provided to influential owners of ginning facto-
ries. In contrast, the growth in the labour-inten-
sive weaving and value-added textile manufac-
turing was low. 

The recent years witnessed severe yarn crisis
despite bumper raw cotton production in the
country. As international prices of yarn
increased, the spinning sector, in a run to rake
profits, exported cotton yarn in larger quantities,
leaving little for the local industry. Yarn exports
amounted to 54 per cent of Pakistan's total
exports recorded during July-February 2009-
10.31 The weaving sector, comprised mainly of
medium and small-sized enterprises, suffered
closure of thousands of power loom units and a
decreasing production in the absence of yarn in
the local market. The crisis hit hard the unor-
ganized power loom sector. Price of a 48-kg yarn
bag rose from Rs 1200 to about Rs 1500-1800
and led to the closure of about 100,000 power
looms leaving about 15,000 to 20,000 workers
jobless.32 The Ministry of Textile restricted the
export of yarn from 50 million kg per month to
35 million kg from March 2010. In May 2010,
the government imposed a 15 percent tariff on
export of yarn. 

Workers in Garments/Apparel
/Textile Made-up
The share of apparel manufacturing is 11.73 per
cent only, with around 4000 manufacturing
units of garments, knit-wear and made-ups in
the major cities-Karachi, Lahore, Faisalabad,
Multan, Gujranwala, Sialkot. According to the
Pakistan Hosiery Manufacturers Association,

3,500 units of various sizes which had more
than 700,000 workers on their payrolls were
affected and 245 hosiery and knitwear produc-
ing units closed down over the last five years
including 99 shuttered down just in 2008.33

There is no official data available on number of
factory closed down during 2008-09 and neither
on the working hours lost.  According to unoffi-
cial estimates about 1,500 garment units in
Karachi alone, employing about 500,000 people
and as many as 300 garment units, i.e. 20 per
cent, have closed down in Karachi (year of data
was not mentioned).34 It was reported by the
Ministry of Textile that 94 big units each employ-
ing more than 1,000 workers in the hosiery,
knitwear, polyester filament, spinning, garment,
denim, silk and rayon sectors were closed in
2008.35

The Pakistan Readymade Garment
Manufacturers and Exporters Association
(PRGMEA) estimated that about 40 per cent of
readymade garment factories were closed down
and 50 per cent of factories cut their production.
'The government exports yarn to China who
processes it and re-sell to Pakistan but as the
price is higher, the local industry cannot buy it'. 

The study conducted by a community-based
group, Child and Labor Rights Welfare
Organization, in 2009 about the impact of glob-
al economic recession on factory workers in Bin
Qasim, Landhi and Korangi industrial area in
Karachi found massive entrenchment in the gar-
ment factories.  From the seven factories sur-
veyed in Malir industrial area, three factories
were completely shut down and 2,500 workers
lost job.  Two of the surveyed factories cut down
their workforce by 600 and 300, respectively.
Two large and well know factories also
retrenched 30 per cent workers.  In the Korangi
industrial area, the factories slashed workforce
by 30 to 92 per cent.  Some factories reduced
number of working days from 30 days to 20 days
per month. This had serious impacts on the
workers' households as they struggled to survive
during unemployment of the main bread winner
of the family.

Garment/Apparel industry is a labor intensive
industry and relies on the skills of individual
workers in Pakistan. Garment industry consists
of a large number of small and medium sized
firms sandwiched between the two giants - big
textile firms that sell yarn/raw fabric and the
mega-sized retailers who buy the finished prod-
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uct.  Small and medium-sized enterprises have
little negotiation power in setting prices, and
essentially they are rendered as 'price takers'.
This structure has made the industry difficult to
offer workers benefits and better wages.38 The
industry seems to be stuck in a low-skill and low-
productivity rut, which could be the reason that
cutting labour cost is the only way they find to
bring down production expenses to compete in
the global market. 

The sector is dominated by units comprising 50
machines or below.39 There are 326 reporting
establishments in apparel industry40 but offi-
cial data on units that include unregistered units
and the employed workforce is lacking.  Even the
registered units do not disclose the exact work-
force. The units registered with the PRGMEA
gives the number of workers but only of those
who are registered with the EOBI and SESSI. 'If a
unit has 2,000 workers, and only 500 are regu-
lar workers, the member reports just 500 work-
ers. The Association knows it to be false but is
not mandated to physically check the manufac-
turing unit.'  The workers in each registered unit
include a certain number of salary based regis-
tered workers, a larger number of piece rate
unregistered contract workers at production line
(in the factory premises) and piece rate home-
based workers.

Government's initiative
With an objective to encourage registration of
informal textile/apparel units, the Ministry of
Textile Industry issued the Drawback of Local
Taxes and Levies Order 2009 allowing the gar-
ments, home textiles and processed fabric man-
ufacturing units to claim drawback of taxes and
levies. This law has motivated garments units to
register themselves with the PRGMEA and other
registration authorities and since September
2009 the PRGMEA is receiving a larger number
of applications for membership. 

The Ministry of Textile Industry also issued
Reimbursement of EOBI Contribution Order
2009 to encourage women employment in tex-
tile industry. Under the first ever Textile Policy
2009-14, the government has sought to induct
women and disabled persons in the industry.
Hence under the SRO (1)/2009, the government
has picked up the cost of Social Security
Institution and the EOBI of these two categories
of workers. It is applicable only to the extent of
payments made by textile units towards EOBI
and SSI contributions for women and disabled
workers employed in the respective units. 

Cutting labour cost
Comparative data of production cost show that
even though labor cost in Pakistan is 2nd lowest
among 5 countries listed in the table, average
unit price of the products are almost same as
other countries where labor costs are higher
than Pakistan.  This implies Pakistan is neither
competitive nor the dividend are shared with
workers.  The workers are the real 'price takers'.

TABELS?

Employers/manufacturers floated an even more
unjust strategy: two scales of wages for workers
in urban and rural areas and relocation of some
of the apparel and garment units to rural areas
to bring down the cost of production.  The
Pakistan Readymade Garment Manufacturers
and Exporters Association (PRGMEA) proposed
new parameters for establishing low-value pro-
duction units in rural areas which would allow
the industry to hire workers with the minimum
wages of Rs 4,000.  (The minimum wage was
raised from Rs. 6000 to Rs 7,000 on 1st May
2010).  The PRGMEA also suggested that aver-
age units should not have more than 250 to 500
stitching machines and female workers should
be given the job in these units.42 The PRGMEA
stance indicates the mindset of employers for
whom cutting labour cost is the remedy of all ills
befalling the industry. It also implies that
women's lack of empowerment is taken for
granted and gender inequity in wages is flouted
as a remedy. 

The 2009 survey conducted by PILER on 500
garment female workers in Karachi found that
the workers were young, unmarried in their early
20s.  More than 78 per cent of the respondents
work 12 hours per day and 97 per cent of the
respondents have temporary status.  Ninety-nine
per cent of them do not possess a written
employment letter.  The stitchers receive more
than Rs. 6,000 and those engaged in cropping,
checking and packing receive less than the (pre-
vious) official minimum wage, i.e. Rs. 6,000 per
month. The average number of respondent's
family is 9 and each household has 3 earners in
their family.  Average income of an earner in the
family is approximately 5,000 Rs per month. The
total income of the household--Rs. 15,000 feed-
ing 9 persons--translates in to less than 1 dollar
a day per person.

Aside long working hours, low wages, and no
entitlement for overtime payment, job insecurity
was the most pressing issue for the contract
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workers.  PILER survey found 60 percent work-
ers suffer from delayed payment and more than
96 percent have not been registered under the
social security institution and EOBI.  Due to
depressed market conditions, piece rate work-
ers experienced on average 10 to 15 days of
unemployment in a month.43 It is hard to earn
enough money to buy two meals for the family
due to the slump in the industry.44 Those who
lost work in the garments sector had to shift to
unskilled work with low wages, or had no option
but to return to the deprived environs of their vil-
lages.

Support for skill development
PILER survey 2009 confirmed that skilled work
is paid better than unskilled work.  Yet, opportu-
nities for skill development are rare.  There are
several initiatives supported by international
donors and undertaken in collaboration with pri-
vate sector to fill this gap.  GEN-PROM (Gender
Promotion in the Garment/Clothing Sector
through Skills Development) is one of the proj-
ects being implemented in Sindh and Punjab
with the partnership of Pakistan Readymade
Garments and Exporters Association (PRGMEA)
and the Government College University
Faisalabad.  The project aims at enhancing the
skill level of garments industry workers so that
this important industry can survive the tough
challenges of global competition.  The project is
targeted at reducing unemployment while simul-
taneously increasing much needed skilled work-
force efficiency for the garment industry.  It also
facilitates factory owners to equip the work-
places with the women-friendly facilities includ-
ing separate bathrooms, and promotes perma-
nent monthly paid position instead of contract-
based work.45 The project trained 266 master
trainers and 3,847 workers by May 2009.46

However, the project is time-bound. A long term
strategy and continuous efforts are needed for
realizing a win-win situation in the years to
come.

Informal Non-Mill Sector
The weaving sector is divided in to three subsec-
tors - integrated, independent weaving units and
power loom units. Former subsectors operate in
the organized mill sector, where as power looms
fall in the informal non-mill sector. A loom can
be installed in a house and one or two workers
can run the loom. According to Textile
Commissioner's Organization, the total number
of power looms in Pakistan is 360,000.47

According to an estimate over 30,000 small or

medium size power loom units are located in
Karachi.48 The estimated number of power
looms is more than 60,000 in Faisalabad49 and
around 60,000 in Multan.50 The non-mill sector
does not maintain production statistics.
Problems of the power loom sector revolve
mainly around poor technology, scarcity of qual-
ity yarn and lack of institutional financing for its
development.51

Long Hours, Low Pay
Operating power looms is arduous and demands
dexterity, an alert mind and a constant to and fro
by the worker as he has to operate simultane-
ously four to eight machines. Production takes
place generally in two 12-hour day/night shifts.
Some of the power looms operate in 8-hours
long three shifts. On an average, a power loom
worker earns between Rs. 7,000 to 7,500 per
month after putting up 12 hours of work in a
day. Workers in this sector are paid piece rate
weekly or fortnightly on the basis of per meter
cloth woven. Rates differ with the quality of the
cloth and are determined by the power loom
owners. The cloth produced by each worker is
measured at the end of the shift and document-
ed in a register by a clerk. As production is errat-
ic, due to electricity outages or yarn shortage, a
worker is generally idle, hence without wages,
for some days. Also, the owners organize the
production and loom operation in a way that a
worker does not earn more than Rs. 7,000-
8,000 per month.52 The units vary in number of
looms and workers from smaller 8-loom units,
manned by 10-12 workers to bigger 50-looms
unit with a work force of 60 to 80 all-male staff.  

Workers in Karachi Power Loom
Units
Due to non-formal status, there is no data avail-
able on power loom units in Karachi. However,
according to an estimate by the Power Looms
Workers General Union, Karachi, more than
30,000 small and large power loom units are
located in different areas of this mega city,
mainly in four towns-Baldia, SITE, Orangi and
Keamari. The area with a thick cluster of power
loom units is Ettehad Town, Baldia. The other
areas are Saeedabad, Rasheedabad, Shershah,
Mominabad, Haroonabad, Korangi, Adamjee
Road Landhi, and New Karachi. 

With an objective to ascertain the workers' pro-
file and the terms and conditions of work in the
city's power loom sector, PILER in collaboration
with the Power Looms Workers' General Union,
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Karachi, undertook a survey of 1,000 workers in
2009.

Family Size, Household Income
and Child Labour
The survey findings indicate that power looms
are exclusively operated by male workers of age
group 20-50 years. The average age of the
respondents in the survey was 32.25 years, and
68 per cent were married. Data indicates a sig-
nificant 10 per cent child labour, mostly of the
age group 14-17 years with fewer children below
14 years of age. The family size was 7.79 with
each household having 1.71 earners in the fam-
ily.  The average income of a power loom worker
was Rs. 7,418 per month. Hence, an amount of
Rs. 7,418 was feeding 3.8 household members
which translated as Rs.1,952 per person per
month, equivalent to $23 (@ Rs.84) which is less
than one dollar a day per person.

Vulnerabilities
About half of the power loom workers surveyed
(49 per cent)  had no schooling, 28 per cent had
less than five years of schooling and 15 per cent
had studied up to class eight. Power loom sector
in Karachi is dominated by workers originally
hailing from the provinces of Punjab and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa who came to Karachi in search of
livelihood and settled in the city with families.
The majority-47 per cent is Punjabi speaking, fol-
lowed by Pashto (24%), Hindko (11%) and
Saraiki (5%).  Ratio of Urdu, Sindhi, and Baloch-
speaking population was not significant. An
apparent reason for concentration of
migrants/settlers in the power loom sector is its
labour intensive nature and poor terms and con-
ditions of work pulling in weak and vulnerable
workforce that has little assets. Another reason,
according to a power loom labour union activist,
is that the units in Karachi offer better wages
compared to what the weavers get in power
looms in Punjab. The workers live in low-income,
poor infrastructure settlements close to industri-
al areas in Karachi. Half of the respondent (51%)
reported living in kacha dwellings, 45 per cent
were on rent and 40 per cent had no access to
water supply line.

Terms and conditions of Work
Most of the units are small, operated by 15 to 30
workers, and containing 10 to 20 looms. The
workforce comprises 73 per cent weavers and
the remaining staff includes pro-winders,
machinists, electricians, helpers, sleyers,
warpers, sorters/checkers, loaders, security and

administration personnel. A significant number-
34 per cent-reported their units are producing
cloth for export. On average, a weaver operates
five machines simultaneously. More than 90 per
cent of the respondents reported they worked
for 12 hours per day; 93 per have no paid week-
ly holiday and 99.8 per cent were not paid over-
time wages.  None of them had any written con-
tract and only 0.5 per cent was in possession of
a factory identity card. 

About half of respondents (50.8%) had been
working for the current factory since less than a
year and 20 per cent had worked more than one
year in the current factory indicating a high turn
over and insecure nature of employment in the
sector. On an average, workers in power loom
units were getting a monthly income of Rs.
7,418.  Only two out of 1,000 respondents
replied they were registered at the Social
Security Institution and EOBI, and just 16 work-
ers reported the unit he worked at, had a sign
board, indicating widespread evasion of registra-
tion of power loom units under the Factories Act.
Unless a unit is registered by its owner, the
workers cannot be registered with the social
security institutions.

Working environment for power loom workers
was not satisfactory:  26.4 per cent workers
reported lack of toilet facility and 37 per cent
had no access to drinking water.  As much as
53.6 per cent reported their units were not prop-
erly lit and airy and the majority of workers-- 93
per cent-- were not aware of their rights of health
and safety at work place. 

Unionization
The survey indicated moderate level of unioniza-
tion (compared to other sectors), with 21 per
cent of the respondents reporting the presence
of unions in power loom units but only 9 per cent
of total respondents were found to be union
members. About the same number--11 per cent-
-were aware of their rights to unionize and col-
lective bargaining which reveals that power
loom unions in Karachi, even if they exist, are
weak and not contributing towards workers'
empowerment. One of the factors of weak
unionization in Karachi is multi-ethnicity and
ethnic divisions that have deepened over the
decades due to peculiar politics of the city.

Power Looms Workers General Union, Karachi,
Mills Area Saeedabad, Baldia Town, a registered
trade union, currently has about 600 members.
Formed in early 1980s, the union underwent
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inactive phases and was revived in 1999.
Though its membership base is limited to just
one cluster of power looms (Saeedabad), and it
has not succeeded in reaching out to power
loom workers in other towns of Karachi, it has
continued its struggle and made a couple of
achievements. The Union has campaigned
relentlessly for wage increase, weekly holiday,
registration of the units/workers with Social
Security Institution and the EOBI, and for basic
amenities at work place.

In May 2008, the Union formulated a Charter of
Demand and submitted to the power loom own-
ers. As the owners did not respond, the workers
went on a strike. The owners finally agreed and
a written contract was signed in early June by
both the parties. The owners then sacked the
union activists. Non implementation of the con-
tract compelled the workers to initiate a cam-
paign. Facilitated by the state officials (Labour
Department), the negotiations led to a raise in
wages. Another Charter of Demand was submit-
ted in September 2009 and for three months
the Labour Department held tri-partite meetings
for conflict resolution. But the owners failed to
participate in the meeting and the Department
issued a Certificate of Failure to the Union per-
mitting it to approach the Labour Court.53 The
process led to a further weakening of the union.

Powerloom Labour Movement in
Faisalabad
Faisalabad, the third largest city of Pakistan,
with an estimated population of 5.5 million, is
the hub of cotton textile production. Known as
"Manchester of Pakistan" for its clusters of tex-
tile units, the city provides livelihood to estimat-
ed 3.5 million people directly or indirectly
through textile sector. There are some 60,000
small and big power loom factories in
Faisalabad district.54 Estimated 100,000 work-
ers are engaged in the power loom sector in
Faisalabad city. Terms and conditions of work in
power loom units are poor: low wages, long
working hours, lack of social security and
absence of health and safety provisions and
other basic amenities at work place.

The Labour Qaumi Movement (LQM), an infor-
mal power loom workers union that emerged in
2003 in Faislabad, gained in strength and broad-
ened its membership base during recent years.
In 2008 the workers' hardship increased with
unprecedented hike in fuel and food prices. The
LQM intensified its struggle for increase in
wages in the entire Faisalabad Division including

Toba Tek Singh, Gojra and Jhang districts. The
workers went on strike and held protest meet-
ings. In June 2008, in a scuffle at a power loom,
the owner, who was a member of the Provincial
Assembly, and his armed gunmen attacked the
workers, injuring seven. The infuriated workers
burnt down a warehouse of the factory, blocked
the roads and demanded arrest of the MPA and
his gunmen.  On the intervention of the
Provincial Labour Minister, the police registered
a case against the MPA and his accomplices. 

The Labour Minister also held talks with both the
parties and a committee was formed to resolve
the issues. On June 28 an agreement was
signed and the owners agreed to raise the
wages for a year. The agreement was not fully
implemented and the LQM kept submitting com-
plaints to the Labour Department. After the
expiry of the agreement in 2009, the LQM
served a notice to the power loom owners and
finally gave a strike call on 28 July 2009.  During
the strike, daily protest meetings were held,
attended by thousands of workers. Almost 75
percent of power looms remained closed for 11
days. Finally the local administration intervened
and the workers and owners met at the District
Coordination Officer to resolve the issue. In a
final settlement, owners agreed on a raise in
piece rate that amounted into a monthly
increase of Rs 1,500 on an average.

Workers-Owners Brief Alliance
In the later months of 2009, the sector went
through a severe yarn shortage despite bumper
cotton production in the country. Rising interna-
tional prices led the spinning sector export yarn
in larger quantities, leaving little for the local
industry. 50,000 power looms in the country
closed down and 40,000 looms operated under
capacity55 rendering 15,000 to 20,000 workers
jobless.56 This crisis brought the owners and
workers together in an alliance 'Save the Power
Looms Movement' and the workers came out on
the streets against the government's flawed poli-
cies. In early 2010, owners and workers protest-
ed together against power outages. But this
alliance was short lived and soon the two parties
were at loggerhead again on the issue of wages.

Meanwhile, the power loom workers movement
gained strength when its president contested for
a seat in the Provincial Assembly in the bye elec-
tions held in May 2010 as a Pakistan Labour
Party candidate. Though he lost the elections to
the powerful and ruling party candidate, the
effort by a common worker to participate in the
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national political process inspired and energized
the labour in the city.

The Labour Qaumi Movement took up the cam-
paign in June and called a strike on 5 July for
wage raise as there had been no increase in
piece rates despite the raise in the minimum
wage announced by the government in 2010. To
avoid closure of the industry, the owners and
workers met with the District Coordination
Officer for dispute resolution the same day. After
the second round of meeting on 7 July, where a
decision was made for a 17 per cent increase, a
representative of LQM and his brother were mur-
dered in their office. The workers went on a com-
plete strike the next day against the murders
and the environment of intimidation and harass-
ment suffered by the union activists. 

The Labour Qaumi Movement has a long way to
go in its struggle to achieve due labour rights but
it has proved that workers in the informal sector,
if organized and strong in numbers can operate
as collective bargaining agent regardless of the
legal status of the union.

Football Stitchers: Getting a Raw
Deal in the Global Supply Chain57

The inflatable ball is the core product of
Pakistan's sports goods industry.  Sialkot sup-
plies 22 per cent of total world exports  through
a network of 3,229 village-level sourcing or cot-
tage enterprises and informal labour comprising
an estimated 50,000 workers.59 In 2005 the
sports goods industry contributed US$ 318.8
million to the national exchequer.60 A downward
trend in production is noticeable particularly
since 2006 when the machine-made football
was used in the World Cup for the first time.
Earlier, 40 millions balls, stitched by Sialkot
workers, were exported generating $210 million
annually. For the 2010 FIFA World Cup, the
export of Sialkot balls was down to 3.5 million
footballs worth $ 5.2 million only.61

Contrary to the prevalent perceptions that the
workers producing for multinationals and world
brands are getting a decent wage and due ben-
efits, the global production system is as exploita-
tive towards workers at the lower tiers as local
establishments violate labour laws. Hence, the
subcontracted workers in Sialkot football indus-
try, removed from the regulated environs of for-
mal work sites and largely excluded from pro-
tective legislation, are just a part of the bulk of
informal workforce (73 per cent) in the country
though producing formally for the global market.

Low wages, lack of social protection and lack of
representational security characterize their work
conditions. Unorganized and dispersed in sur-
rounding villages, with low literacy level and little
or no access to information on labour rights and
legislative mechanisms, football stitchers are
vulnerable to both local and global forces. The
regular workers employed at the main factories
located at the outskirts of the city, hardly fare
any better. Placed at the lower end of production
hierarchy, these workers are largely deprived of
entitlements due to non-issuance of employ-
ment contract by the manufacturer and bypass-
ing of applicable rules and regulations.

MNCs, Codes of Conduct and Local
Realities
Competitive advantage is driving manufacturers
to cut production cost. In Pakistan, entrepre-
neurs cannot think of a better way to reduce cost
but to cut labour cost. Local powerful stakehold-
ers-manufacturers, industrialists, state bodies-
deliberately sideline national labour laws and
international standards that ensure a minimum
of benefits to workers. Weak labour regulation
and poor implementation of labour standards in
countries where MNCs are shifting production,
like in Pakistan, have created a vacuum and
compelled MNCs to address labour compliance
issues in the subcontracted production places.
The company's codes of conduct is a voluntary
commitment by the MNC, though usually the
company's motives--either strategic, defensive
or ultruistic-are strong enough to compel the
company to honour and push for the implemen-
tation of its code of conduct. The mode of imple-
mentation is mostly dependant on moral obliga-
tion on the part of the constituent member, or
the local vendor, in the supply chain. The ulti-
mate lever remains in the hand of the MNC: that
it can take its business elsewhere if the local
vendor is not implementing the code. But, as
several cases in developing countries have
shown, this lever is generally used to mask other
reasons for shifting the business to another
country or locale. Due to the overwhelming infor-
mal nature of economy in developing countries
and lack of legal coverage to informal workers
even when the codes are implemented, the ben-
efits tend to remain limited to permanent and
regular workers and '…contract workers experi-
ence little change' in their working conditions.62

Non-Compliance of the Code
In November 2006, the Nike Inc. cancelled its
contract, on allegations of violation of the code
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of conduct, with the Saga Sports Ltd, one of
largest football production companies in Sialkot.
The Saga Sports employed a workforce of 7,637
of whom 5,257 were piece-rate workers residing
in more than 400 rural settlements dispersed in
three tehsils of the district (Sialkot, Pasrur,
Daska)--spread over 3,016 kilometres--and con-
verging to work at the Saga-operated 12 large
official stitching centers located in the larger
semi-urban settlements.63

The Nike Inc., through a European organization
Just Solutions Network, funded a research and
workers' support project undertaken by PILER.
By the time the study began in April 2007 (one
month after the last Nike orders had been ful-
filled), all of Saga Sports' 5,257 piece-rate con-
tract workers had already lost work. The remain-
ing 2,380 permanent employees were
retrenched by December 2007. The PILER
research team interacted with a total of 2,484
retrenched workers, scattered in 250 villages,
through structured interviews, informal meet-
ings, seminars and focus group discussions with
selected ex-workers. 

The study explored the retrenched workers' life
and past/current work situation, the production
processes, the concept and the reality of 'work
centres' or 'monitorable stitching centres' and
probed the extent of non-compliance of labour
standards in football manufacturing focusing.  A
number of the identified retrenched workers
were sensitized on labour standards, national
labour legislation and code of conduct. Legal aid
was provided to those among retrenched work-
ers who could claim entitlements from the com-
pany. The workers were also assisted to relocate
in the new supply chain or access alternative
opportunities for livelihood.

Macro policies and livelihood
options in Sialkot District
Sialkot district, a hub of labour-intensive indus-
trial clusters, comprises largely a population
(73.8 per cent) officially defined as rural.64 The
district is one of the most fertile lands and the
main crops are wheat, rice and maize. Change in
land tenure pattern, since the last four decades,
has led to a decline in tenancy, fragmentation of
farms and an increase in the number of small
owner-cultivated farms. Rising number of small
owner-cultivated farms though has not led to
increase in productivity and crop production
growth has remained stagnant. Almost 50 per-
cent of the households in the district are
described officially as agricultural household,

depending on agriculture and livestock.65

The study, however, indicated a different picture:
for the majority of the respondents, football
stitching was the main source of income. High
prices of agricultural inputs, low acreage and
weather uncertainties have greatly reduced
income from land. Unprofitable farming is push-
ing many households to sell their small land-
holdings as indicated by several case studies of
workers during the research. Landlessness and
low return on agriculture have compelled house-
holds to depend mainly on wage work in the
manufacturing sector -- sports goods, leather
goods and surgical instruments. 

Workers' Socio-Economic
Indicators
Majority (72.7 per cent) of the retrenched work-
ers were young, 15-30 year-old, and male (74.5
per cent). The literacy rate, 79 per cent, was
much higher than the average rate of 56 per
cent literacy in the province of Punjab.66 But the
level of literacy was low: 39 per cent had just 5
years of schooling; 22 per cent had studied up to
8 years while just 11 per cent had passed 10th
grade. Average family size was 6 to 7 members.
A significant number, 30 per cent, did not have
toilet facility at home while the number of work-
ers who reported lack of access to safe drinking
water supply was high (75.5 per cent). The
majority (90 per cent) had no source of income
other than football stitching indicating almost
total lack of alternative livelihoods (i.e. agribusi-
ness, dairy production, agricultural processing)
in the largely rural/semi-urban Sialkot district.
Some reported meager livestock, a couple of
buffalos or goats. Just about 4 per cent workers
were earning a little additional income through
cultivation of their small piece of land.

Work Conditions
At the Saga Sports Ltd., an overwhelming major-
ity--84.4 per cent--worked on piece-rate and just
15.6 per cent were regular employees. Ninety-
two per cent reported they were never given any
appointment/contract letter: none of them were
aware of the importance of this key document
that establishes their legal identity as worker. At
the time Saga Sports retrenched its workers in
2007, the majority (84 per cent) was being paid
less than the minimum wage of Rs 4,600 per
month fixed in August 2006 by the government.
Twenty-four percent reported a measly monthly
income of up to Rs. 2,500 only. Twenty-two per-
cent were getting between Rs. 2,500 to Rs.
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3,500 and 38 per cent were paid up to Rs.
4,500. None of the workers were aware of the
Minimum Wage Law and of the periodic raise in
minimum wage by the state.

As the majority of workers were on piece-rate
and without any contract letter, they were not
registered with the state-run social security insti-
tutions (EOBI, SSI). Free transport, lunch and tea,
basic medical help through once-a-week access
to a doctor plus free medicines, and fair price
shops at each work centre, however, provided
some relief to the workers. Several of the per-
manent workers, who possessed relevant regis-
tration cards, reported access to medical facili-
ties through social security hospital. Many work-
ers narrated incidences of illnesses that
required a large sum (Rs. 10,000 to Rs. 75,000)
for treatment raised personally either through
loans from relatives or sale of meager family
assets.

Subcontracting Unionizatio and
Rights Knowledge
The case studies, focus group discussions and
field visits revealed that the traditional system of
subcontracting and providing advanced pay-
ment to workers was widespread despite the
provision of the formal work centers built as per
Nike requirement to avoid downstream subcon-
tracting and the system of advance payment or
peshgi. The local vendor would pick out stitchers
and offer them subcontracting work as 'makers',
(local term used for subcontractors in Sialkot). A
'maker' enters into an unwritten contract with
the manufacturing company and its pivotal con-
dition is the number of workers he undertakes to
mobilize to complete an order (received by the
manufacturer from an international brand com-
pany) on time.  The maker gets commission per
piece from the manufacturer/vendor and is
responsible for delivery of the material (football
panels) to the workers at his/her door step or at
the stipulated work centre. He then collects the
finished footballs and delivers the order back to
the manufacturer.

The stitchers commit their labour to the 'maker'
in lieu of advance payment. The maker pays
advance from his own resources. When the com-
pany collapsed, many 'makers' suffered losses
as they could not recover any money from the
retrenched stitchers simply because stitchers
survive on a hand-to-mouth condition and have
no assets. The 'makers' are found to be on the
same socio-economic boat as are stitchers but
with slight edge over other workers as they seem

to have a capacity to access resources and take
risks. The company exploited a number of work-
ers-makers who had meager resources. As
these makers were neither piece-rate contract
stitchers, nor permanent employees, they had
no legal identification or documents to claim
any benefits whatsoever.

Industrial(Feudal) Relations
The study indicated an informal, non-profession-
al management style operating in Sialkot where
industrial firms are owned and managed by
immediate family members and blood relatives
with a minimum of professional staff at the
managerial level. The firms subcontract out
work at piece-rate to distant, under-privileged,
low-skilled, less-educated, rural workforce. The
owner-industrialist often tends to adopt the role
of a patron-sustainer of the 'poor unemployed
people'. This is sustained through nepotism and
informal procedures of hiring and firing, lack of
implementation of labour standards and servic-
es rule, and selective-sporadic display of 'benev-
olence' instead of institutionalized mechanisms
of entitlements and established facilities. 

The local industrialists looked down upon work-
ers, or kammis, with scorn and disapproval and
use derogatory words and stereotypes--jahil,
nashaie, kaahil  (ignorant, addicts, lazy).67 The
industrialist believes that the workers are poor
because of their own doings: 'they don't work
hard'. The industrialist thinks he has to make the
best out of a semi-skilled, semi-literate work-
force who stands no chance for an improve-
ment. 'Because that's the way they are'. The
industrialist seems to hold as deterministic a
world view as held by workers about their own
situation. 

Many of the local manufacturers are in posses-
sion of the SA8000 certification, which accord-
ing to a source '…is being sold in the city on thela
(hawking cart) by accrediting companies for Rs.
200,000 each'. Several of the manufacturers
believe they take care of the workers' rights and
it is the workers who are out to exploit them and
sabotage their businesses.

According to one of the leading manufacturers,
workers in the registered main factories get due
rights. The contractual labour, working from
home, or in private sheds, are not entitled to any
rights and as such, states the manufacturer,
there is no question of labour laws violation. The
manufacturers who do accept that workers are
not getting a fair deal, think enhanced labour
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cost would impact their businesses adversely.
According to the local manufacturers, the indus-
try has already squeezed its margin of profits to
avoid child labour and is losing its competitive
edge to China. The industrialist '… cannot pay
the same benefits to piece-rate, contract work-
ers as to the salaried, permanent worker'.68

DDiimmiinniisshhiinngg  WWoorrkk
A Majority Marginalized
The share of agriculture in GDP is declining per-
sistently. In 2008-09 it was recorded at 21.8 per
cent.69 Despite its falling share in GDP, agricul-
ture remains the largest sector in terms of
employment, i.e.  45.1 per cent of the total
labour force, indicating a deep malaise in rural
economy.70 Skewed landholdings, increasing
fragmentation of farms, lack of support in terms
of policy, infrastructure, inputs and investment
characterize the sector. Nearly 62 per cent of the
total farms range from less than one acre to 5
acres but the area with these farms is only 15
per cent of total farm area. Twenty-five per cent
of the farm holdings vary from 5 acre to less
than 12.5 acres.71 For subsistence farming a
minimum of 12.5 acres is required. Thus 87 per
cent of the landholdings are below subsistence
level.72 A recent survey of Sukkur district indi-
cates majority of the farmers comprise subsis-
tence farmers as 65 per cent of the farmers
have land holdings of up to 12.5 acres. In con-
trast, only 5 per cent of the farms are under the
range of 25 acre to 100 acres.

Political Power and Big
Landholdings
Large landholdings of 100 acres and above--
totaling to 5.84 million acres of land73-- are con-
centrated in less than one percent of total num-
ber of the farms74, owned by few landlords who
sit in the parliament and resist land reforms.
Half-hearted attempts (1959, 1972) at land
reforms have failed, and the landlords continue
to hold immense power over peasants, policy
makers and the military.  Agricultural is not list-
ed as an industry on the behest of the landlords
who continue to exist outside the taxation sys-
tem. The Punjab Assembly was quick to pass a
resolution against the much-feared agricultural
income tax when the IMF demanded to impose
tax on agriculture in November 2008.75

Working arrangements in agriculture range from
wage work, tenant farming, share cropping to
small-farm cultivating. Average size of the rural
household is 7.1 members.76 Due to high man-

land ratio in agriculture and rising landlessness,
unemployment and underemployment has
increased. The households can no longer survive
on the produce of small landholdings alone and
the members have turned to non-farm wage
labour comprising menial and unskilled work.
According to an estimate, 100,000 workers are
pushed out of agriculture annually.77

Denial of Fundamental Rights
The fundamental principles and rights at work
are not applicable in the sector. Agricultural
workforce is explicitly denied freedom of associ-
ation, right to collective bargaining, elimination
of child labour and non-discrimination in wages.
Labour laws do not conform to the spirit of the
Constitution embodied in its various Articles,
specifically Article 17 (which ensures the right to
form association or trade union to every citizen).
None of the country's labour law-- either of
industrial relations, social protection, minimum
wages, or health and safety-applies to agricul-
tural workers. Though Pakistan has ratified all
eight ILO core labour standards, it has not
brought national legislation in compliance with
the ILO Conventions No. 87 (freedom of associa-
tion) and No. 98 (right to collective bargaining).
In the areas where specific legislation exists,
such as the Bonded Labour System (Abolition)
Act 1992 and the Employment of Children Act
1991, implementation is totally lacking.
Pakistan has not ratified the Right of
Association (Agriculture) Convention (No.11)
adopted by the ILO in 1921 and neither it has
ratified the Rural Workers' Organizations
Convention (No. 141).

Low Income and Capabilities
Deprivation
The rural household has an average of 2.1 earn-
ers and the household income of the poorest 20
per cent (1st quintile) in the 2007-08 was report-
ed to be Rs. 7,639 per month.78 The income per
earner-worker in the rural households falling in
to 1st, 2nd and 3rd  quintiles (i.e 60 per cent
households) was between Rs. 3,819 to Rs.
5,450 per month79 in 2008 when the minimum
wage was Rs. 6,000. The income of an earner in
the 4th quintile was barely Rs. 6,109.80

Agricultural workers suffer from both income
poverty and human poverty. In the 2000 Census,
63 per cent of the agricultural house-holds
members were reported as illiterate. In a 2007
study of four districts in Kyber Pakhtunwa
province, 64.33 per cent farmers were illiterate
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and only 13.33 per cent had 9 to 10 years of
schooling.  In the national PSLM 2008-09 sur-
vey, rural literacy was noted as 48 per cent. Lack
of access to related skills and information is
another constraint in sustainable management
of their meager resources. In a study of rural
economy in Sukkur district, 97.7 per cent of the
farmers were of the opinion that limited or no
access to latest research and farming tech-
niques is a hindrance to improvement in farm
productivity.81

Overwhelming majority, 80.84 per cent, of rural
families live in housing/shelter made of mud
bricks and wood, 26 per cent households live in
one-room shelter; 69 per cent use wood/char-
coal as fuel for cooking and only 21 per cent
have access to tap water and 33 per cent have
no toilet facility.82

The low incomes of agricultural workers, com-
bined with poor access to basic facilities in
health and sanitation, education and physical
infrastructure, have led to a high incidence of
poverty, particularly among landless house-
holds. Of the total farm households, 18 per cent
are reported to be under debt.83 According to an
estimate, based on 2000 Census data, in the
province of Punjab there were 250,000 bonded
sharecropper households. With average house-
hold size of 7.3, these households are estimated
to include nearly 2 million family workers. Most
of these workers suffer the worst form of
exploitation under the conditions of debt
bondage.

Tenancy and Sharecropping
Due to highly skewed landholdings, fragmenta-
tion of farms and increasing landlessness, ten-
ancy is prevalent in agrarian work arrange-
ments.  Legally, tenancy is defined as 'a parcel
of land held by a tenant of landlord under one
lease or one set of conditions'.84 One-third of the
country's farmers are tenant farmers. Tenancy is
highest in Sindh province where almost 50 per
cent of the farmers are tenants. According to the
Census 2000, 10.26 million acres of farm area
is cultivated by tenants either on sharecropping
or lease basis or on undefined terms of tenancy.
Of this area, 72 per cent is operated by share
croppers.85 In sharecropping arrangement, cul-
tivable land is put at the disposal of landless
farmers by the landlord through a contract. The
sharecropper provides inputs from his own pock-
et-fertilizers, seeds, implements and the pro-
duce are divided between tenant and owner at
50: 50. According to analysts this is an unfair

arrangement to begin with, and the land owner
should invest in inputs for a fair 50:50 ratio of
labour and capital.  In cases tenant-farmer is too
poor to invest, the land owner purchases inputs
and keeps 75 per cent of the share and the ten-
ant gets 25 per cent. In most of the cases, it is
an oral agreement and no written contract is
prepared by either party. The tenants, mostly
without formal education and poor, are thus in a
vulnerable position to be exploited by the land-
lords through various tactics.

Land Records and the Tenants'
Vulnerability
The existing land records management system,
put up by the British to collect land revenue is
obsolete, complicated, opaque and riddled with
flaws hence exploited by the powerful to the
detriment of the poor tenants. The most prob-
lematic issue is that the present land legislation
-the Land Revenue Act (1967) and the
Registration Act (1908)- do not provide for a
state certificate of title to land under the aegis of
a public authority.86 Many court rulings have
maintained that entries in the land records are
contestable, that the revenue records are not
documents of title, and that it is permissible to
challenge the entries for determining the title to
land.87 This state of affairs regarding records of
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In Punjab, high transaction costs and dif-
ficulties associated with the land records
system continue to impose significant

harm on land owners and prospective land
owners, (particularly the poor, who have
small holdings and less access to informa-
tion or resources), making them vulnerable
to the predatory behaviour of middlemen,
and lowering the liquidity of family assets
composed in whole or in part of land. As
land is also a form of capital, current obsta-
cles for documenting and enforcing land
rights have the effect of lowering income
from those assets through means such as
rent, cultivation, sale, or access to other
factors (e.g. credit). Well-defined land rights
are key for productive development and
factor market functioning. In addition, clear
land rights have far-reaching implications
for social cohesion and governance, acting
as an important catalyst in stabilizing com-
munities, empowering individuals and
reducing social exclusion.
http://www.punjab-
zameen.gov.pk/details.php?menuid=2&sub-
menuid=8



land rights is damaging to the poor, who cannot
afford protracted land disputes. Numerous legal
disputes are caused by contract enforcement of
land rental contracts, e.g. over illegal possession
of land, eviction of tenants, and recovery of rent.
In Punjab, about 8,000 Patwaris maintain land
records pertaining to 20 million land owners.88

The patwaris keep their records in a cloth bag
called a basta. As there are no office or patwar
buildings, the records remain in the personal
custody of patwaris and are not easily available
for scrutiny. More importantly, patwaris work
under the influence of landlords.

There is no publicized document outlining the
exact progress of the automation project--Land
Records Management Information System
(LRMIS)--undertaken by the Punjab government
and currently in its pilot phase in the Kasur
District. According to the website, the Service
Centre for 7 villages at Kasur got functional in
June 2010. It is expected that once the land
records system is fully automated and function-
al, the transparency and easy accessibility would
be beneficial to small farmers and tenants.

Legislation on Tenancy
In view of the weaker position of tenants, the
arrangement between landlord and tenants
were first legislated by the British in 1887 to pro-
vide security to tenants in Punjab. The Punjab
Tenancy Act 1887 was a comprehensive legisla-
tion comprising 116 sections. After independ-
ence, several changes were made in the legisla-
tion through amendments, rules, instructions
and notifications, less in favour of tenants and
more often benefiting the state and the
landowners as greater area of state land was
granted exemption from the Tenancy Act. A judi-
cial critique by legal experts is needed to analyze
the sub text of these changes reflecting on the
power dynamics between the vulnerable and the
powerful brought out via Punjab Protection and
Restoration of Tenancy Rights Act 1950, Punjab
Tenancy (Amendment) Act 1952 and subse-
quent Rules, 1953, Punjab Tenancy (Validation
and Extension of period for Payment of compen-
sation) Ordinance 1969 and Land Reforms
Regulation (martial Law Regulation 115) of
1972. In Sindh and the then NWFP (now Khyber
Pakhtunwa) provinces, the tenancy laws were
formulated in 1950 followed by Balochistan in
1978. 

Due to their vicarious position, tenant farmers
have rarely benefited from the legislation. One

such rare case is of the tenants of the military
farms in Punjab who have waged resistance tak-
ing benefit of the Punjab Tenancy Act 1887. The
Act categorized tenants in to two classes: occu-
pancy tenants (maurusi) and tenants-at-will
(ghair maurusi) on the basis of whether or not
they have a statutorily conferred right to occupy
the land. Tenants-at-will do not have a statutory
right to occupy the land. They work simply on the
basis of a contract and do not have any enforce-
able right in the land. On the other hand, occu-
pancy tenants who did have a statutorily con-
ferred right to occupy the land they till, had the
benefit of an enforceable right to occupy their
land if they met certain conditions. 

In the Punjab Tenancy (Amendment) Act 1952,
the right of ownership was granted to those ten-
ants who have tilled the land for more than 20
years '…but the tenants were never granted the
ownership rights.'89 The Act stipulated 60:40
ratio of the share for tenant and owner respec-
tively. Also, land revenue, water rates, cost of
seeds and other inputs were stipulated to be the
responsibility of the land owner. However, in the
1972 Land Reforms Regulation, the cost of agri-
cultural inputs (i.e. seeds, fertilizers) was stipu-
lated to be shared equally by the tenant and the
owner. In another directive of 1973, the 60:40
ratio of tenant-owner share was replaced with
50:50.90 

The NWFP Tenancy Act 1950 and the
Balochistan Tenancy Act 1978 are similar to the
Punjab Tenancy Acts in terms of definition of
tenancy and classification of occupancy tenants
and their conditional rights to own land. The
Sindh Tenancy Act 1950, however, differs from
the Punjab Tenancy Act. The Sindh Tenancy Act
1950 defines tenancy as 'tenancy right' that
means 'the permanent right of cultivation under
a landlord acquired by a tenant under the provi-
sions of this Act'.91 Also, the Act classifies ten-
ants as 'permanent tenants' (instead of occu-
pancy tenants) and tenants-at-will.

Sindh Tenancy Act 1950
The Tenancy Laws Committee, Sindh of 1945
had proposed that the occupancy rights should
be granted to tenants who had cultivated at
least 4 acres of land annually for the same land
lord for 8 consecutive years. The Hari Enquiry
Committee constituted in March 1947 submit-
ted its infamous report in January 1948 in
favour of the land lords. Masud Khaddarposh, a
member of the Committee in his Note of Dissent
urged the government to abolish feudalism. In
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1950 the Sindh Tenancy Act was enacted after a
vigorous campaign by the peasants, workers,
left-oriented political activists and Comrade
Hyder Buksh Jatoi who had drafted the Act but
many of the pro-peasant provisions in the draft
were omitted from the Act. With the changes in
the mode of agricultural production, the Act has
increasingly become outdated. Furthermore,
lack of implementation, incumbent upon the
provincial administrative mechanism and legis-
lation, i.e. Sindh Revenue Board, Sindh Revenue
Act, has rendered the Act ineffective. Human
rights and labour rights activists have been
campaigning for amendments in the Act since
the 1980s. The Sindh High Court Hyderabad
Branch gave a decision, in 2002, to amend the
Sindh Tenancy Act according to the needs of the
peasants.  A few amendments were carried out
in the Act in 2002, but major gaps have
remained, including lack of transparent docu-
mentation system for financial transaction
between the tenant and the landlord, and lack of
provision of special Hari Courts, instead of
Revenue Courts, for settlement of disputes. The
lacunae in the Act, it is argued, have led to an
increase in bonded labour in agriculture.

During the 2007-10, peasant groups and civil
society organizations providing support to agri-
cultural labour campaigned for amendments in
the Sindh Tenancy Act through conferences,
consultations and rallies. In 2007 Bhandar Hari
Sangat and  Sindh Hari Porhial Council initiated
a series of protest rallies in different cities of
Sindh to highlight the issue. In June 2007, the
Sindh Assembly constituted a 14-member
Special Committee on Sindh Tenancy Act to
review the act and submit recommendations.
The peasants and civil society representatives
met with the Special Committee in July 2007
and gave their recommendations. 

In September 2008, Sindh Hari Prohial Council
comprising network members undertook a sig-
nature campaign in Sindh to pressurize legisla-
tors to amend the Act. Dialogues with the farm-
ers were conducted in 10 districts, Tando
Mohammad Khan, Tando Allahyar, Umerkot,
Mirpurkhas, Sanghar, Nawabshah, Dadu,
Qambar, Shikarpur and Hyderabad, to mobilize
opinion for the amendments in the Tenancy Act.
In 2009, the Special Committee presented its
finalized report to the deputy speaker, Sindh
Assembly, who forwarded it to the Standing
Committee on Law and Parliamentary Affairs to
look at the proposed amendments and incorpo-
rate these in to the Act. 

The high point of the campaign was the 13-day
Hari Long March of hundreds of peasants in
February 2010. The march started from the
grave of peasant leader Hyder Buksh Jatoi and
ended at the Sindh Assembly, Karachi, where
the peasants' representatives met the parlia-
mentarians and the deputy speaker. During April
2010, the Draft Bill was discussed in the Sindh
Assembly. The Standing Committee on Law and
Parliamentary Affairs presented the report of
Committee on 29 June 2010. The 11-member
Committee, comprising MPAs from major politi-
cal parties-PPP, Muslim League, etc.--unani-
mously rejected all the amendments on the
grounds that the proposed amendments would
curtail landlord's power to eject the tenants.92

Plight of the Tenants: Abuse by
Landlords
According to the Tenancy Act, 50 per cent of the
produce goes to the tenant and the 'batai' (allo-
cation of shares) is done in the presence of both
tenant and the landlord but there are provi-
sions/gaps in the Act that are to the advantage
of the landlord. The Act does not prescribe any
system of documentation at any time. The pro-
duce is divided into shares by '…dharwai, a per-
son who weighs or measures the produce at
batai'.93 But the Act does not set criteria for the
selection of this person. The produce is deposit-
ed after harvest in a Dero '…at a place fixed by
that landlord'94 till the time of batai. The landlord
is entitled to deduct debt owed to him by the ten-
ant from the produce.95 In case of dispute the
provincial government (Revenue Department)
appoints a Tribunal of '…one member only who
shall be Mukhtiakar' and no lawyer 'is allowed to
represent the parties to such dispute.'96

The lacunae in the law, the revenue depart-
ment/administrative personnel's loyalty towards
influential landlords and the vulnerable status of
the tenant result in his gross exploitation by the
landlord. When the tenant dares to resist and
seeks legal channel for dispute resolution, he
faces the wrath of the landlord ranging from ver-
bal and physical threats to his life and family to
false and fabricated cases registered against
him.

During 2007-10, an increasing number of cases
were reported in the media of the landlords'
abuse of tenants. The violations were committed
with the connivance of the Revenue
Department, Agricultural Department and the
Police personnel. In May 2007, in Deh Nari,

33
Labour Rights in Pakistan



Taluka Mehar, 38 peasants' households were
evicted from the land they cultivated and their
houses bulldozed by the local landlord (then
Federal Minister for Water and Power) and his
brother MPA. The peasants had got the 515
acres of land in 1998 under the then Prime
Minister's land grant policy for Kachho area.97

Among the cases reported in 2009, one includ-
ed a landlord's abuse of his tenants who were
refused due wages for the last 18 years. On ten-
ants' protest, he registered cases against 7
peasants and three of them were jailed.98

The case of two tenants and their families fur-
ther illustrates the point. Jumman Bheel and
Bharo Bheel and their 18-member families (ten
women 8 children) were cultivating cotton on 15
acres of land in Jaffer Leghari Village in Sanghar
District since nine years. The landlord maltreat-
ed the tenants and did not pay fair share. The
tenants decided to approach the local court
after the landlord refused batai for three con-
secutive crops in 2009. Meanwhile, the landlord,
furious at the tenants approaching the court,
registered a false case against them. 

The court referred the matter to the Revenue
Department and a District Officer was appointed
to investigate the matter. The District Officer
concluded that the land lord owes Rs. 270,000
to the tenants and was ordered to pay the
amount. The amount of Rs. 270,000 was their
share for three crops-wages for labour of 19
workers for 18 months. This translates as Rs.
800 per month per person. The landlord not only
refused to pay the outstanding amount, he did
not allow the tenant to pick cotton of the stand-
ing crop. As the tenants could find no authority
to implement decision of revenue officer, recov-
er the due amount from landlord and ensure
that cotton crop was distributed, they asked civil
society (PILER in this case) for help. 

The District Police Officer, Sanghar, when
apprised of the matter through PILER, called the
landlord, the tenant and the civil society repre-
sentatives in his office for dispute settlement.
The landlord agreed to make the payment in full
and allow cotton picking and share of the pro-
duce. However, he insisted that the tenants
should vacate his land after receiving payments.
Though according to the Tenancy Act, the land-
lord cannot arbitrarily terminate the tenancy
rights, yet the District Officer sided with the land-
lord and contended that the relation between
the hari and zamindar  have become trouble-
some hence the tenants better vacate land after

recovering payment. 

A case of extreme abuse of the tenants hap-
pened in July 2010 in Umerkot when two ten-
ants went to meet their landlord at his autaq
near his village and demanded his share. The
landlord's son shot them dead and injured three
female relatives one of whom died later.
According to the Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan, a member of the police investigation
team-- a relative of the accused-- and some influ-
ential political figures of the Mangrio communi-
ty protected the accused. These cases indicate a
strong nexus between landlords, politicians and
law-enforcing agencies that deprive tenants of
justice and ensure impunity to the powerful who
violate laws.

During recent years (2007-10), an increasing
number of cases of resistance from tenants and
small farmers against land lords' extortion were
reported in the media. Tenants and small farm-
ers approached judiciary and relevant govern-
ment departments to register complaints. Rising
struggle by agricultural workers in Sindh and
Punjab provinces, though sporadic, is attributed
to the 10-year old peasants' movement of the
military farms in Okara that has now spread to
other districts in Punjab including Khanewal,
Sargodha, Multan and Lahore.

Tenants' Resistance: Ownership
or Death
The resistance movement initiated by the ten-
ants of the military farms in Okara district in the
year 2000 for land ownership rights, spearhead-
ed by Anjuman-e-Mazarain Punjab (AMP),
gained momentum and spread to several more
districts of Punjab during 2007-10. Contesting
ownership right of 70,000 acres of highly cul-
tivable land, over one million tenants have been
struggling against the military-owned institu-
tions (Military Farms, Army Welfare Trust and
Punjab Seed Corporation) in Okara, Khanewal,
Faisalabad, Sargodha, Rahimyar Khan, Multan,
Pakpatan, Vehari, Shurkot, Renala, Sahiwal and
Lahore. 

The tenants have successfully resisted the cash-
rent and yearly lease system the Military Farms
managers tried to introduce in July 2000. Prior
to this date, the tenants paid half of the share of
the produce under the batai system. Since the
movement started, the tenants have refused to
pay any share to the Military authorities. By
keeping the full crop for their household expen-
diture, the tenants have reported a marked
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improvement in their lives in terms of food
intake, access to education and other basic facil-
ities.99

In April 2007, 400 tenants of the Jaindra Military
Farms, Lahore, resisted the Defense Housing
Authority's plan to eject the tenants. In 2008
resistance spread to remount lands used for
stud farming for the military in Okara where 74
per cent of the total stud farming area is with the
civilian breeders and 26 per cent stud farms are
with the retired army personnel.100 The peasants'
movement drew strength from the Charter of
Democracy, signed in October 2006 by the
major political parties, that includes a proposal
for a commission to review the legitimacy of all
military urban and agricultural allotments.101

Following the 2008 elections provincial minister
for Labour and the Peoples Party of Pakistan
MPA from Okara, assured the peasants' repre-
sentatives that the issue would be resolved in
favour of tenants. Ironically, meanwhile, several
retired military officers got the tenants' cul-
tivable land illegally allotted to themselves
through the government. In addition, there were
reports in the media that the military officials
were getting lands transferred to them. In March
2009, the peasants protested against illegal
allotment of  rakh (common grazing land) land
to retired military personnel in Sadiqabad and
Azizabad mouzas in Multan district.102

On 19 January 2009, over 2,000 tenants gath-
ered at Renala Khurd and demanded land own-
ership rights. On 5 April 2009, three tenants
were shot dead by the allottees' armed men
while 27, including women, were injured in the
clash at Kulyana Military Estate. False cases
were registered against 120 tenants. On 17 April
2009, over 5000 tenants gathered at the Okara
Military Farms on the occasion of the interna-
tional day of the peasants. The police tried to
interrupt the arrangements but the Anjuman
went ahead with the assembly.

It is to be noted that during the last military reign
of General Parvez Musharraf, the peasant move-
ment had gone through a cycle of state abuse
and violence, tenants' resistance and persever-
ance followed by dialogue and promises by the
state that the ownership rights would be soon
conferred upon the tenants. Ironically, after the
induction of democratic government, the same
process of state abuse, resistance and false
promises has restarted.

On 24 February 2010, the military farms admin-

istration tried to raze down the houses of some
tenants in Okara and eight tenants, six of them
women, suffered minor injuries in the clash with
the police personnel. The incident led to a round
of dialogue between the government and the
Anjuman representatives, and the Punjab Chief
Minister assured them the ownership rights
would be granted soon. On 9 March 2010, the
peasants of Okara and Khanewal started a long
march towards the Provincial Assembly Building,
Lahore. The administration blockaded the inter
city roads at various points and at the Grand
Trunk Road. The women leaders of the AMP
were able to reach Lahore and stage a sit-in in
front of the Assembly Building. The AMP leader-
ship was invited to a meeting with the govern-
ment functionaries and the Chief Minister gave
written assurance that'… no state land allotted
to the departments but under cultivations by the
muzareen will be offered for sale to any multi-
national or local company.'103 On 17 April, the
AMP tenants again took out a rally and staged a
sit-in at the Mall Road, Lahore. Again the gov-
ernment representatives called the AMP leaders
and assured them the land ownership would be
soon transferred to the tenants.

In May 2010, another conflict erupted when the
owners of the Roberts Agricultural Farm raided
the villages with the help of a large police squad,
interrupted threshing of the wheat crop and
arrested several tenants. The Farm has been
recently sold to a new owner. The tenants
blocked the roads and put an armed resistance
against the entry of the new owners.

In June 2010, over 3000 peasants gathered at
the Bail Gunj Army Welfare Trust, Pakpattan, to
commemorate the death anniversary of two
AMP activists. Both had died at the hands of the
Army and the police sponsored gangsters in
2002 and 2005 while they were at public rallies
to demand land rights. The Bail Ganj 1400 acres
of fertile land were cultivated by tenants since
many generations. The tenants were evicted dur-
ing General Zia's regime. In a daring move, the
land was taken back by the AMP peasants in
2006 from the administration of the Army
Welfare Estate. In 2009, around 200 acre of
land was again taken over by the military per-
sonnel. The Bail Ganj and Dulmain Gunj Army
Welfare Trust has over 10,000 acre of land. The
tenants are demanding their 200 acres of land
back from the army.104

Though Anjuman Muzarain Punjab has still not
achieved its goal-land ownership rights-it has
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successfully put the tenants' rights on the
national agenda and pushed the government to
consider granting land ownership to peasants.
The success of the AMP is mass membership
and its tenacity to remain true to its goal and slo-
gan-Maliki ya Maut (Ownership or Death). 

Tenants' Resistance: Seed Farm
Setharja, Sindh
At  Setharja Farm, run by the Sindh Seed
Corporation, 87 peasants cultivating 900 acres
of land, put up resistance for the first time in July
2007 against 'unlawful and corrupt' practices of
the farm administration. The management did
not give the tenants their share in full in 2007
and when in July 2008, the managers tried to
pick up the entire wheat crop the tenants resis-
ted the move and demanded their share. On 26
July, the management called police for security
cover. The police used baton-charge, tear gas
shelling and aerial firing. Several tenants, includ-
ing women and children were injured in the
clash. The Setharja town people observed com-
plete strike against police brutality. The tenants'
representatives observed token hunger strike
and called a press conference at the Hyderabad
Press Club on 10 August. In September the
Corporation constituted a committee to settle
the dispute between the farm management and
the tenants.105 The Pakistan Institute of Labour
Education and Research investigated the matter
and facilitated the tenants in negotiation.

A long list of irregularities and malpractices
were reported by the tenants. According to the
rules, when the wheat crop is used for seeding
purposes, the farm management pays the ten-
ants' share in cash on market rate so that the
tenants are able to purchase wheat for subsis-
tence on time. Since 2007, the management did
not only delay the payment but give less than
due share. Cotton picking charges and the cost
of diesel for tube-wells were not paid to the ten-
ants. Land development cost, including charges
of cleaning/repair of Noot Miner (canal) were
forcibly extracted from the tenants in violation of
the law.

The Sindh Seed Corporation manages eight (8)
farms in Lodhra, Ghotki, Setharja, Sakrand,
Kotdiji, Ruk, Lakhi and Sangi in Khairpur district
spread over a total area of 6,232 acres. The
Corporation was established in 1976 to ensure
provision of certified seeds of wheat, cotton and
rice to the farmers. In 2000, the Asian
Development Bank proposed its closure in view
of its poor performance106 and in September

2001, its operations were suspended on the
decision of the Sindh Cabinet.107 During the peri-
od, tenants provided the inputs themselves and
continued cultivation. In 2004, a Committee rec-
ommended its revival and in 2006 its operations
were revived with a reduced workforce. 

The PILER field investigation indicated similar
terms and conditions of work and issues faced
by the tenants at Kotdiji Farm and Pai Sakrand
Farm.

Right to Shelter: Usurpation by
Landlords
In addition to the lack of ownership of the land
they till, agricultural workers are deprived of
access to land ownership for housing and shel-
ter. Land management and tenure systems, poli-
cies and legislation that help achieve adequate
shelter and security of tenure to rural population
are either obsolete, in shambles or in many
instances, do not exist. Currently agrarian and
non-agrarian land in rural areas is managed
through dysfunctional systems operated by pat-
waris, tehsildars, tapedars and mukhtiarkar. The
Registration Act 1908 does not register titles
but only documents. The Land Acquisition Act
1894 does not cover resettlement, relocation,
loss of livelihood, or the rights of affected per-
sons without a land title or those with usufruct
rights. The absence of a secure system of land
title management has impacted the rural popu-
lation the most. The peasants, tenants, wage
workers and small farmers live in villages sur-
rounding or closer to the agricultural lands.
Though the villagers have had the abodes on the
land for the last many years, or since several
generations, they have no sanad or lease docu-
ments to prove ownership of the houses or hut-
ments. The obsolete land record management
systems and the peasants' vulnerable position
(low literacy, lower status) deprive them of the
access to registration and documentation
process. In most of the cases, land belongs to
the state. The local landlords often in their greed
to acquire more land, in collusion with the
Revenue Department, forcibly and illegally evict
the tenants. The following case is illustrative of
this abusive practice.

In March 2009, a group of residents of the Issa
Khaskheli Goth of deh Bittor, Taluka Sinjhoro,
District Sanghar, fled their village as they feared
an attack by the landlord who claimed fabricat-
ed ownership of 12 acres of land of the village
comprising 150 houses and had fabricated false
cases against three villagers. The land was
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owned by the Irrigation Department who issued
the relevant document in favour of the villagers.
The landlord Varyam Faqir owned 10,000 acres
of land, was convicted of corruption in 2002
(fined and jailed for 7 years) and had earlier
attacked the small goth in 2005. The village, set-
tled more than 40 years ago, had a mosque,
imam bargah, school and a graveyard. In 2007
the landlord bribed the District Officers Revenue
of Sinjhoro and Sanghar to declare that no vil-
lage existed on the site.

On 23 March 2009, the group moved to the
Karachi Press Club to protest and seek justice.
The landlord's men came to the Press Club and
threatened the group. One of the elderly vil-
lagers died of heart attack. Meanwhile civil soci-
ety organizations provided support, flagged the
issue and helped the villagers registered FIR
against the landlord and his accomplices who
were then granted bail by the court. Later the
court cancelled the bail and ordered arrest of
the culprits who, however, escaped from the
court premises. It was only after determined pur-
suit of civil society actors (including PILER) that
the villagers' houses were measured and
demarcated and finally the villagers were award-
ed ownership document sanad, in August 2009,
given to each head of the household.

Bonded Labour in Agricultur
Tenants and sharecroppers, due to their precari-
ous socio-economic status, are compelled to
take loans from the landlords for daily subsis-
tence and agricultural inputs. The landlord's
greed and inhumanity and the tenant's disem-
powerment transform the work relations in to
debt bondage: the tenant and his family mem-
bers lose their freedom to move and/or choose
another employment till the accumulated debt
is paid off to the satisfaction of the landlord.
Despite its prevalence, magnitude and intensity
of exploitation, the extent of debt bondage is not
established. The Agricultural Census does enu-
merate households under debt but does not
specify debt bondage. 

According to the 2000 Agricultural Census, 1.5
million agricultural households were under
debt.108   The next, sixth census, due in 2010 was
not yet launched at the time of this report (July
2010). No study was undertaken either by the
state or the private sector to investigate the
extent of bondage in agriculture. Unofficial esti-
mates do indicate increase in the number of
bonded labour. One of the indicators is the rising
number of bonded labour freed through inter-

vention of human rights/labour rights organiza-
tions and the judiciary. During 2008, the HRCP
noted 21 such interventions, freeing 539 ten-
ants out of the clutches of landlords. In 2009,
25 interventions led to the freedom of 731
peasants from the farms of the land lords most-
ly in the Sindh province.109

The petitions for release are filed under habeas
corpus (Section 491, Cr. Penal Code) mostly by
civil society organizations and at times through
suo moto notices by the judiciary. The relevant
law, Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act
1992, is not used in these cases. The main con-
cern of habeas corpus petition is to secure
release of the tenants from illegal detention.
Under habeas corpus petitions no dispute settle-
ment is sought, and if the tenants have griev-
ances against landlord, they can register an FIR
in the court. Unfortunately, the tenants are not
empowered enough to register FIR, and in rare
cases if they decide to approach the court, the
judiciary, the administration and the law-
enforcement agencies are all under the influ-
ence of landlords and simply refuse to register
FIR. Hence, the landlords remain unaccountable
and revert to hiring other batches of tenants
under similar terms and conditions, while the
freed tenants either land in the camps or end up
with toiling for other landlords and thus exploita-
tion and debt bondage is perpetuated. In rare
cases when the FIR against the landlord does
get registered, it is next to impossible for the
haris to get justice due to the influence of the
landlords on the judiciary. The following case
illustrates the point.

In late 2009, a hari  Pono Kohli escaped from
the farm of a landlord and approached the
Society for the Protection Against Rights of
Children (SPARC) who helped him to file a peti-
tion at the District Court, Omerkot, for the
release of his 32 relatives from illegal detention
of the landlord. When the Court gave order for
the release of the detainees, the landlord
forcibly took the haris from his village and
secretly detained them at different locations in
Khipro. One of the haris escaped and
approached Green Rural Development
Organization whose activist was recently award-
ed a human rights award by a US organization.
On the pressure built by the civil society and the
involvement of the US Embassy in the case, the
haris were finally recovered by the police and
freed by the District Court. The civil society
organization helped the haris register an FIR
against the landlord in District Court Omerkot
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where he got an interim bail which was later
turned in to a permanent bail. Meanwhile the
landlord filed a constitutional petition against
the hari in the Sindh High Court. The Green Rural
Development Organization and PILER jointly
engaged a lawyer to pursue the case on behalf
of the hari and he appeared in the High Court 14
times from 14 January 2010 up till 12 April
when the court reserved its decision. The land-
lord is still free and unpunished.

Unfortunately, there is hardly any case on record,
filed under the relevant Bonded Labour (System)
Abolition Act 1992. The primary reason for non-
use of this piece of legislation lies in its Section
9 of the Act that delegates the responsibility to
the Provincial Government to specify through
notification '…a District Magistrate to ensure the
provisions of this Act'. According to a legal
expert, the provincial governments, from the
date of the enactment of the Act in 1992 till the
writing of this report, have not issued notifica-
tion to this effect to any district magistrate.110

Fisheries 
Little  Dividends  for  Small  Scale  Fishers
The fisheries is an important source of livelihood
for the communities settled along the Sindh and
Balochistan coastline. The sector includes inland
water bodies-notably the Indus delta that covers
600,000 hectre of land, other rivers and their
tributaries, canal irrigation system, natural
lakes, storage reservoirs and small and large
size ponds. In Sindh, fishing communities are
settled in the coastal areas of Karachi, Thatta
and Badin districts where as in Balochistan, fish-
erfolk mostly reside in Gawadar, Pasni, Jiwani,
Ormara, Kalmat, Sur, Sonminai, Damb, and
Gadani districts. The number of fishers directly
dependent upon the fisheries is estimated to be
400,000. In addition, about 600,000 people are
involved in the ancillary industries.111 Besides
Sindh and Baloch ethnic fishing communities,
settled since ages, a number of communities of
internal migrants (Pathans) from Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and the Bengalis and Afghans
immigrants and refugees from Bangladesh and
Afghanistan, work as crew helpers, watchmen or
manual labour at harbours in the city. Officially
112fisheries workers include crew members
employed on craft plying in marine and inland
water bodies as well as those engaged in
seafood processing plants, curing yards, fish car-
riers, fish farming and other auxiliary industries. 

Growth Potential and Government

Initiatives
Pakistan produces 4.5 million to 6 million met-
ric tons of fish products in a fiscal year, of which
approximately 70 per cent is marine production
and 22 per cent aquaculture and 8 per cent
inland capture fish.113 The value of the present
catch alone, it is believed, can increase manifold
with investment in fish harvesting and handling
techniques, processing, chilling and storage,
marketing and value addition.114 Previously, 50
per cent of the catch was exported to European
destinations, but due to lack of quality control in
the local processing units these were de-listed
by the EU in April 2007.  The EU ban was a seri-
ous setback for Pakistan's fisheries sector.
Currently, both the government and private sec-
tor are making efforts to meet the EU standards
and engaged in modernization of vessels and
improvement in the harbor infrastructure. In
April 2010 the country completed its third year
of EU ban on fish exports.  However, despite the
EU ban, the sector has experienced a 12 per
cent growth in 2008-2009 as the seafood export
is now diverted to Southeast Asia (China, Korea,
Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Hong Kong) and
the Middle East (UAE, Egypt).

The share of the fisheries sector in the country's
GDP is minimal, i.e. 0.3 per cent115 though it is
believed it has huge potential. Negligence and
lack of institutional capacity of the concerned
departments are cited as major constraints
towards a sound growth of the sector. Though
several policies and plans were envisaged in the
past, these did not result '…in any great leaps
forwards; planning has remained haphazard'.116

In 2006 the Pakistan National Policy and
Strategy for Fisheries and Aquaculture
Development was formulated to increase the
contribution of the fisheries sector to the
'…national growth, poverty alleviation and food
security'.117

In 2007, under the Competitiveness Support
Fund (CSF), a joint initiative of the Finance
Ministry and the USAID, the issues plaguing the
sector were identified and a work plan chalked
out. In 2009, the CSF provided assistance to the
Sindh Fisheries Department on a series of initia-
tives and programs including developing the
fisheries of the Indus delta region and improving
the income and livelihoods of the indigenous
fishermen of Thatta and Badin.

The Sindh Fisheries and Aquaculture Strategy
2010-2013, unveiled in September 2009,  talks
of plans that would not only result in the eco-
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nomic growth of the sector but social and
human development of the work force affiliated
with fisheries including: '…training and skill
development of staff and fishermen; develop-
ment of warning and rescue centers in coastal
areas to protect lives and assets of fishermen;
development of post harvest facilities such as
jetties, processing plants and cold storages etc,
establishment of model fishermen villages to
upgrade their living standard; provision of soft
loan to the fishermen/farming community'.
While development projects have been initiated,
implementation of Sindh Annual development
plan 2009-2010 is lacking. Funds allocated to
the projects that include improvement of fisher-
men settlements in rural coastal areas of Sindh
(Rs.250 million) and inland fishing improvement
(Rs100million), had not been utilized as of May
2010.119

Terms and conditions of work
Though the development initiatives and growth
in seafood exports are observed, small-scale
fisher's life did not experience positive changes
in the years 2007-2010.  The workers in the sec-
tor are poorly paid or barely able to eke out a liv-
ing and have no access to social protection
schemes offered by the state. Despite hazards
and risks involved, no occupational health and
safety system is in place. Employer-worker rela-
tionship remains informal and workers are
excluded from labour legislation. In addition,
deteriorating marine ecology system and rapidly
depleting fish resources threaten the livelihoods
of workers. Fishing communities cite increasing
overfishing, activities of foreign deep sea
trawlers, use of harmful nets, pollution and
reduction in fresh water flow from River Indus as
factors for depletion of fish resources. The
issues fishers face today include exclusionary,
neo-liberal policies, exploitation of natural
resources by powerful stakeholders (multina-
tional companies, Pakistan Army, local elite)
and climate change.

In addition to work related issues, fishers are
socially marginalized. The fishing communities
are deprived of basic amenities. Drinking water
is a major problem in the villages along the
entire coastline that stretches from Sindh to
Balochistan. Even the villages located in three
towns (Keamari, Lyari, Bin Qasim) of Karachi
megapolis have no access to piped water, elec-
tricity and proper roads. Water is purchased
from the tankers, putting additional burden on
already meager incomes. The socio-economic
conditions of fishers settled in Aathar, a coastal

village in Kharo Chaan, Thatta,  typify the situa-
tion of the fishing communities. The population
of Aathar and surrounding villages is 7,000. The
residents of 1,400 households have no access
to safe drinking water and sanitation. Water
pumped from wells is brackish and the commu-
nity suffers from many ailments. There is no
health facility and due to non-availability of even
lady health visitors in the area, maternal mortal-
ity and infant mortality rates are higher. There is
just one primary school in the area.120

Wages and Mode of Payment 
Marine fishers on small fishing boats managed
by two to four persons go for catch nearer to the
coastline for 24 to 36 hours.  Big launches with
larger crew (30-35) remain in deep seas for 20
days a month. Remuneration depends on the
catch divided according to the traditional shar-
ing system called patti (literally, leaf).  In either
type of boat, after deduction of expedition
expenses, i.e. diesel, ice for storage, food for
crew, the catch is divided in to two portions. One
is kept by the owner of the boat. The other por-
tion is divided among the crew. In the traditional
patti system, nakhuda (captain) is given 3 patti
(2 from the owner's portion and one from the
crew's); engine driver similarly gets 3 patti; for-
man gets one and a half patti (half from the
owner, one from the crew's portion), and the
remaining portion of the crew is divided among
crewmen.121

Impact of Inflation
For fishers on small boats, catch has decreased
during the last three years due to marine pollu-
tion and over-fishing. Also, the cost of fishing
expedition has increased manifold owing to fuel
and food price hike. Thirdly, the catch is erratic
and never steady. Hence, the fishers do not enjoy
any guarantee of minimum wages to be received
monthly.  Though the rates of small fishes used
for fish-meal have increased two-fold since
2007, the benefits have not trickled down to the
fishers.  Inflation and price hikes have made it
difficult for the fisher's household (with average
family size of 7.6 members) to make ends meet
with the same amount of income as was done
three years before.  Average monthly income
shared by one of the fishermen working as a
captain on a boat was reported to be Rs. 8,000
to Rs. 10,000. 

The households have no option but to reduce
expenses to survive. 'We don't eat three full
meals any more but two meager meals of what-
ever is available'.122 Purchase of clothes four
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times a year is reduced to twice annually.
Healthcare from private clinics has become
unaffordable and replaced with cumbersome
visits to poorly-equipped government hospitals
and dispensaries.  Children who were sent to pri-
vate schools three years ago had to shift to gov-
ernment schools or in some cases dropped out
altogether.  Repair and maintenance of houses
which require some certain amount of money
have been suspended.123 This corroborates with
other studies that indicate the poorest house-
holds now spend over 70 per cent of their
income on food items and their ability to meet
health and education expenditure has been seri-
ously compromised.124

The fishers were of the view that though export
has grown, the profit remains with exporters and
businessmen.  There was little evidence of the
outreach and impact of government develop-
ment projects for the fishers, while small-scale
partnership (community-state) projects were
mentioned by some fishers. The state policy, it
appears, has given priority to commercial and
short term goals pushing sustainable resource
utilization and livelihood rights of small scale
fishers at the back burner.

Collective struggle 
The Pakistan Fisherfolk Forum (PFF), a grass-
roots organization, has now a membership-base
of 32,000 workers mobilized through 148 units
or community-based groups spread along the
coast and in the proximity of in-land water
resources. The PFF has been raising and
addressing core issues linked to dignity of sur-
vival and sustenance of the fishing communi-
ties. During 2007-10, the PFF campaigned
against unsustainable development projects of
the state and private sector and the exploitation
of fish resources by business tycoons and politi-
cal elements. The campaigns included abolition
of contract system, restoration of Indus Delta,
ban on deep sea factory trawlers, ban on dump-
ing industrial wastes in the sea and water bodies
and curbing mega development projects and
appropriation of land by the Army along coastal
areas.

Abolition of contract system
The PFF's persistent and prolonged struggle
against the exploitative contract system finally
compelled the Government of Sindh to scrap
section 7 of the Sindh Fisheries Ordinance 1980
through a notification issued in October 2007
and introduced a fisher-friendly license system. 
But the struggle continues as the contractors

took to resisting the new system through the
support of and kickbacks to local feudal lords
cum politicians, local administrators and the
police personnel. Fabricated criminal cases were
registered against local fishers by those who
illegally occupied fishing waters including
Narreri Lake in Badin district. The PFF's struggle
against illegal and brutal acts of former contrac-
tors and their allies resulted in removal of occu-
piers from fishing waters and the fishers were
resettled at their native places.    

Similar case of illegal occupation occurred in
Chotyari Reservoir. Spread over 100 sq km near
Sanghar town, the waters of the Reservoir were
forcibly occupied by a former contractor who
approached the Fisheries Department for an
extension of his contract and on refusal filed a
petition in the Civil Court Sanghar. The case con-
tinued for 13 months as on each hearing the
Judge gave the stay order.  Finally, through PFF
intervention, the stay order was removed by the
court in July 2008. But the fishers' rights could
not be restored as another politically influential
individual, with the support of District Police
Officer forcibly occupied the reservoir and regis-
tered false cases against fishers and the PFF
activists. The PFF organised rallies and a visit of
media personnel to the site. It was only after the
President of Pakistan personally intervened that
his relative withdrew from the reservoir in
December 2008. The fishers have to continu-
ously fight against the influential and corrupt
politicians and feudals to protect livelihood
rights by means of advocacy, provision of legal
aid as well as meetings with concerned govern-
ment stakeholders.

Saving Indus Delta
The Indus Delta, spread over 52,800 sq km, is
the 7th largest delta in the world having 17
creeks. Degradation of the delta and its eco-sys-
tem has impacted the livelihoods of the com-
munities and caused migration of about 3 mil-
lion people. The ecological degradation of the
delta began with the development of mega irri-
gation infrastructures on Indus River in pre-par-
tition era.  Nineteen barrages and 43 canal sys-
tems with 48 off-takes on the Indus River
System had been constructed so far, which have
reduced the freshwater discharge in the deltaic
region to one-fifth of the natural flow.125  Besides
the irrigation dams, the agricultural effluents
from the Left Bank Outfall Drain and Right Bank
Outfall Drain have further degraded water
resources in the Indus River System.  Though the
impact of dams on the Indus River System is
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obvious, the state has plans to build several new
dams.  During 2007 to 2010, the PFF held sev-
eral seminars and conferences to high light
these issues and suggest alternatives. It also
organized 13-day long march commemorating
the international Rivers Day in March 2010.126

Resisting illegal occupation of the
community graveyard
The Pakistan Fisherfolk took up another struggle
with the military agencies in Karachi against the
occupation of a graveyard in Chasma Goth, Bin
Qasim Town by the Malir Cantonment Security
Forces. The 100 year-old graveyard is used by
more than seven coastal villages which have a
combined population of 100,000. In October
2009, the military personnel intruded during a
burial asking the villagers to bury the dead else-
where. On 20 May 2010, personnel of the secu-
rity forces came to build a boundary wall around
300 acres including the graveyard but the fish-
ers resisted the move. The army officials
claimed to possess the lease documents of
1,300 acres in the coastal area for the estab-
lishment of an army training centre but could
not produce the documents. The police refused
to register an FIR against the influential agency.
On 21 May, the military personnel raided the vil-
lages and registered false cases against 350
fishers (male & female) including the PFF
Chairperson Mohammad Ali Shah and 18
activists. Facilitated by the Joint Action
Committee (of Karchi civil society organiza-
tions), the bail application was filed in the Court
of the District & Session Judge Malir, Karachi in
which the interim pre-arrest bail was granted.
Five consequent hearings had taken place. The
case is still pending.

Livelihoods and Lack of Disaster
Management
The fishers along the coastal belt of Sindh and
Balochistan suffered disaster twice during the
reporting period. Cyclone Yemyin in June 2007
affected an estimated 2.5 million people in the
two provinces destroying habitats, and social
and physical infrastructure.127 The flooding which
followed four days of cyclonic rains left 296 peo-
ple dead, 195 missing and over 377,000 dis-
placed.128 Again in June 2010, Cyclone Phet
brought devastation to the fishers' assets and
the livelihoods. Factors that lead to devastation
include development infrastructure such as the
canal and raised road network in katcho plains
(river bed) extending into Balochistan and Sindh
east of Kirthar Ranges enhancing flood dam-

ages by impeding water flows.  Similarly, human
dwellings that were located in storm water chan-
nels caused most fatalities in Balochistan.
Absence of local coping and early warning
mechanisms and general lack of awareness
with regards to risk management indicating
weaknesses in local governance and Provincial
Disaster Management Authorities were some
other reasons officially cited for loss of lives,
livelihoods and assets of marginalized commu-
nities.129

Detained Fishermen across Border
Another issue, the PFF strongly advocated for
during 2007-10 is the end to arrest and deten-
tion of fishermen for so-called violation of sea-
border between India and Pakistan. The PFF
highlighted the plight of the arrested fishermen
through public protests, publications, documen-
taries and statements in newspapers, and lob-
bying with state officials and the judiciary.

Since more than two decades Pakistani and
Indian forces have been apprehending fisher-
men for allegedly crossing the sea border.
Pakistan's coastline is spread over 1,050 kilo-
meters, out of which 350 km coast and 17
creeks are located in Sindh. Most arrests on the
Pakistani side take place at Sir Creek, a 96km
strip of water that divides the Kutch region in
Gujrat, India, and the Sindh region in Pakistan.
The border at Sir Creek is not agreed upon by
India and Pakistan.  Each claims a larger portion
of the sea extending outwards from the creek as
their Exclusive Economic Zone. The punishment
for crossing into the other country's water by the
fishing boats is imprisonment for a few months
but due to the hostility between the countries,
the fishermen languish for years in the detention
centers even after completing their imprison-
ment term.

In accordance with the May 2008 India-Pakistan
Agreement on Consular Access,  both countries
are required to exchange lists of prisoners in
each other's custody on January 1 and July 1
every year. On these lists, the number of
detained Pakistani fishermen in Indian custody
is about 500.  India failed to submit the list since
January 2009.130 Pakistani Senate claimed there
are 132131 to 785132 Pakistani prisoners in India.
Even after the initiation of the exchange of list of
prisoners, the arrest of fishermen continues.  In
four months, from Oct. 2009 to Jan. 2010,
Pakistani media reported arrest of 32 Pakistani
fishermen and 53 Indian fishermen,
respectively. 

41
Labour Rights in Pakistan



42
Labour Rights in Pakistan



Of all gender disparities that pervade
Pakistan society, most noticeable and
deeply embedded is the disparity in eco-

nomic empowerment.  The barriers that hinder
women's entry in labour market are systemic,
linked to culture and ideology. The section of
female population that is pushed, or enabled, to
cross the barriers and becomes a part of the
labour force, faces a range of discrimination at
work place. Economic empowerment, hence,
remains an elusive dream for the majority of
women workers. 

Women's participation (15 years and above) in
labour force has remained painfully slow--21.8
per cent in 2008133. It is the lowest in South Asia
and one of the lowest among Muslim countries,
especially when compared to the global rate of
female labour force participation rate that stood
at 51.7 per cent in 2008.134 The overwhelming
majority of women who joined the labour force
during recent years have ended up in non-decent
and vulnerable work categories.

Following is an overview of the status of women
in labour force during 2007 -2010, outlining the
constraints they continue to face and the adver-
sities they confronted during recent years,
including economic crisis, fuel and food price
hikes and the impact of 'war on terror' and ter-
rorist activities. 

Data Limitations
Pakistan suffers from a number of constraints,
including lack of gender disaggregation, in enu-
meration and data collection in all sectors. Lack
of institutional coordination and insufficient
analytical capacity has aggravated the paucity
of accurate information on gender.  Data on
labour and employment is particularly inade-
quate in terms of its disaggregation by sex. A
crucial definitional problem relates to 'economi-
cally active population' that includes 'persons of
10 years and above' in the country's Labour

Force Surveys. Internationally, economically
active population is counted from amongst per-
sons of 15 years of age and above. The gender-
disaggregated data on employed population is
collected for six major industry divisions (i.e.
agriculture, forestry, hunting and fishing com-
bined in to one, and manufacturing as another
monolithic category). Lack of data within impor-
tant sub-categories, such as textile/garments,
leads to partial portrayal of women's contribu-
tion to the economy. Adequate data on workers'
health and safety and on unionization is also
missing from the LFS. In addition, regular, com-
prehensive and disaggregated data on wages
are not available, making it difficult to calculate
gender wage differential.

Despite official acknowledgement that women
are under-enumerated due to social biases and
flaws in sample size and data-collection method-
ologies, and recommendations by the academi-
cians and the civil society, the national census-
es, labour force and household surveys have yet
to incorporate comprehensive labour market
and economic empowerment indicators to yield
accurate information on the status of women in
labour force. Small surveys and specific data
generated, or analysed, by citizen sector organi-
zations are sporadic and not widely disseminat-
ed. Similar is the case with the state's specific
efforts towards gender-specific data collection
and analysis.

Labour Market Information and
Analysis
A note worthy effort during the reporting period
is setting up of the Labour Market Information
and Analysis (LMIA) Unit by the Ministry of
Labour and Manpower, with technical support of
the ILO-Pakistan. Operational since late 2006,
the LMIA brings out a series of reports on
employment trends and its fifth report brought
out in June 2009 focuses on women's employ-
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ment trends. The reports contain labour market
analysis based on a mix of select key labour
market indicators (out of 20 internationally
accepted indicators135) and highlight gender dis-
parities. The report notes that '…although labour
market access for women improved over the
years, this has not gone hand in hand with
progress in the creation of decent work opportu-
nities for the same.'

Non-decent Work Indicators 
Of the total female work force, 7 out of 10
women (or 73.8 per cent) in 2008 toiled in agri-
culture mostly (65 per cent) as unpaid family
workers. Only 12.2 per cent found work in indus-
trial sector and 13.9 per cent were engaged in
the services sector. Of all the women in the
labour force only 22.9 per cent had access to
wage/salary work. Of these, 43.9 per women
were paid per piece rate and 12.9 per cent were
casual paid employees.136

Between 2007 and 2008, share of female
employment in informal sector increased from
69.9 per cent to 71.7 per cent.137 Work in the
informal sector (both urban and rural) and in
agriculture, in Pakistan, is considered vulnerable
and non-decent as both sectors of economy are
out of the ambit of labour laws hence conditions
are exploitative and unjust beyond imagination.
Women in vulnerable work category include
unpaid family workers and own-account workers
and 8 out of 10 employed women were working
in vulnerable employment.138 More women were
found to be working for longer hours and receiv-
ing one third less wages than their male coun-
terparts. Real wages for women decreased from
Rs. 3,607 to Rs. 3,419 per month in 2008
whereas during the same period real wages for
men increased from Rs. 4,878 to Rs. 4,917.139

Ground Realities: Profiles from
the Sectors
While labour market analysis gives an overall
picture of current and emerging trends, and is
essential for policy formulation, the extent of
women's vulnerability as workers, and the mag-
nitude of the issues they confront at work place
emerge clearly with focused studies and field
data. Below are insights from a survey on gar-
ments/apparel factory workers in the informal
sector in Karachi and a research study on foot-
ball stitchers in the global production chain in
Sialkot undertaken by the PILER during recent
years.

Textile/Garments
An estimated 30 percent of the workforce in tex-
tile is female.140 Within the sector, women work-
ers are concentrated in low-paid, labour-inten-
sive down-stream production (readymade gar-
ments, linen, towels), while men dominate capi-
tal-intensive ginning, spinning and weaving
processes. According to an estimate, 90 percent
of the work in apparel manufacturing is sub-con-
tracted, and a large portion to home-based
workers.141 Yet the number of small, formally
registered factories employing women is signifi-
cant.  A substantial portion of this work is for
transnational companies. The extent of global
supply chain work, sub-contracted to home-
based women is not known, as contractors do
not share this information and state mecha-
nisms for documentation are weak or non-exis-
tent. 

Women workers in the apparel manufacturing
sector in Pakistan are mostly young, unmarried,
literate (few years of formal schooling), with
large family size, living in low-income settle-
ments surrounding the manufacturing units and
factories in the cities, working either as home-
based piece-rate workers or employed on con-
tract basis in small or medium-sized enterprises
producing for local markets or linked with global
supply chain.

A survey of 500 women workers employed at 79
small and medium-sized units mainly in three
towns of Karachi (Baldia, SITE, Orangi), was
undertaken by PILER in collaboration with the
Hoisery Garments Textile Workers General Union
Sindh (a fledgling unregistered union/group with
500 members in Karachi) during February to
May 2009. The Survey revealed 43.2 per cent
women of age between 19 to 24 years and 57
per cent were unmarried. Thirty per cent had
schooling up to eight years and 22 per cent were
illiterate.  The overwhelming majority, 97.6 per-
cent, of women were hired on temporary basis;
80.4 percent were not issued any identification
card; 64 percent were getting less than the min-
imum wages for unskilled workers fixed by the
government (Rs. 6,000); 92 percent were doing
overtime; 73 percent did not get weekly holi-
days; 53 percent were not given due maternity
benefits and of them, only 21 percent received
full three-months paid leave.

The survey indicted better infrastructure at work-
place in the city's small and medium-sized fac-
tories: 96 percent women reported presence of
separate toilet facility; 89 percent workers had
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access to safe drinking water and the factories
were reported to be properly lit and equipped
with fire extinguishing kits. Hidden behind these
apparently better facilities are the stories of
hardship and humiliation suffered by women
factory workers. In focus group discussions, it
was revealed that often separate toilets for
women, in addition to unhygienic conditions, are
located at distance and at premises closer to
male working areas hence women had to
endure catcalls in addition to supervisors' wrath
on taking too much time to and fro toilet facility.
Canteen facilities are also located likewise, else
do not exist at all. Women complained that
when they eat in the corridors or other areas
they are reprimanded by supervisors for break-
ing the rules.

There is no visible, or invisible, mobilization of
women workers in Pakistan in textile-apparel
manufacturing sector though awareness on
workplace rights, including the rights of organiz-
ing and collective bargaining is increasing. In the
2009 Survey, 56 percent women working in gar-
ments factories knew that workers have a right
to form unions to negotiate for better terms and
conditions. But no trade union/workers group
membership was reported by 500 respondents
of 79 factories. 

Fight for better wages
Fear of dismissal and loss of work was cited as
a major reason for lack of initiative for collective
action. "We are afraid to talk about unions
because we know we will be fired immediately
and we cannot afford to lose this meagre
income."142 Most of the women narrated inci-
dents of taking stand against unlawful cuts in
wages, denial of sick leave, lower than minimum
wages and other unfair practices. The strategies
used by them included verbal confrontation with
employers/supervisors in a group (of 4-8) and
work stoppage to demand a raise, timely pay-
ment or gazetted holiday. The outcome was
mixed as reported by women. "At times they lis-
ten to us. This happens particularly when men
too stop work in greater number. But mostly they
tell us to get lost. They use bad language and
hurl abuses on us. It is difficult to take this
humiliation."143

The survey indicated that 97 per cent workers
never demanded increase in wages and none
of them were member of labor union. Lack of
access to information and legal procedure, lack
of awareness on labor rights, fear of losing
employment and threats from employers, unfa-

vorable atmosphere for union activities are the
reasons for fragmented and unorganized situa-
tion of women workers. Yet minor successes
were reported sporadically such as the one
noted by the Hosiery Garment Textile Workers
Union.  Three female union members and facto-
ry workers of a garment factory in Baldia Town,
Karachi, struggled for increase of wages.  After
two months of struggle, female workers suc-
ceeded in compelling the factory owner to
increase monthly wages of women in the clean-
ing section by Rs 1,000.  Now the female work-
ers are receiving Rs 3,500 per month, almost
half of the minimum wages!  

Women in Football Manufacturing
The research conducted by the PILER in Sialkot
indicated women comprised one-forth (25.5 per
cent) of the work force engaged in football
stitching. Among females a higher proportion,
72 percent, was between 15 to 25 years of age
and the majority was unmarried. Predominance
of young females in football stitching indicates
restricted mobility and limited options for girls
who have to adhere to traditional norms and if
they work for wages, it is done either at home
or closer premises compared to young men
who have greater mobility and options other
than stitching at village-based work centers.

The survey indicated a greater number (51.5
per cent) of women had completed five years of
schooling compared to 35 per cent of men. But
the number of men who continued schooling till
8th grade was almost twice (25 per cent) as
much as of females (14 per cent). Again it indi-
cates restricted mobility of women. As field vis-
its revealed many of the villages do not have
secondary schools and boys have to commute
to other larger settlements for middle level
schooling while girls are not allowed to com-
mute that far.

Terms and Conditions of Work
An overwhelming majority of women football
stitchers--84.4 per cent--worked on piece-rate
and just 15.6 per cent were regular employees.
Ninety-two per cent reported they were never
given any appointment/contract letter thus
were not registered with the Employees Old
Age Benefits Institution or the Provincial Social
Security Institutions. The majority (84 per cent)
was being paid less than national minimum
wage of Rs 4,600 per month fixed in August
2006.

Data revealed that women were getting less
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wages than men. While a larger number of
women, 38 per cent, received up to Rs. 2,500
per month, fewer men (19 per cent) earned this
low salary. In contrast, forty-three per cent of
men earned between Rs. 3,500 to Rs. 4,500 per
month while just 26 per cent women reported
they were given that amount. Though it could not
be ascertained whether women were paid less
wages for similar work, that is, different rate for
same ball, or they were given low quality, low-
rate ball to stitch. It is more likely that the man-
agement discriminated in terms of nature of
work given to women: so-called lighter balls
were given to women while balls for use in pro-
fessional matches were sewn by men.

Access to Information
Fewer women workers were aware of existing
national labour laws, ILO conventions and the
Nike Code of Conduct.  Just 13 per cent of
women knew about the Nike Code of Conduct
compared to 24 per cent men. Knowledge of the
existence of national labour legislation was ever
poorer: only 6 per cent women knew that laws
exist to provide safeguards to workers. Level of
awareness of ILO conventions was also poorer
among women: 18 per cent women had heard
of ILO conventions compared to 36 per cent
men. 

Custom-built Work Places vs.
Home-based Work
The Saga Sports (Pvt.) Ltd. (now defunct) was
the first local vendor in Sialkot that constructed,
maintained and operated 12 large, formal work-
places in rural areas exclusively for football
stitching, primarily to meet the Nike's require-
ment for a child labour free production.144 One of
the 12 centres, the Machralla Centre, was exclu-
sively for women, while two other centers had
separate halls and toilet facilities for women.
The centres' capacity ranged from 350 to 650
workers and these, custom-built on larger prem-
ises, comprised spacious halls, storage areas
and basic facilities (ventilation, lighting, toilets,
drinking water, canteen, clinic, fair price shop,
baby care centre, open space and plantation).
The centers with official paraphernalia and pro-
tocol-registration as workers, timings, supervi-
sion, pick-and-drop and lunch facilities, provided
a formal work place to an informal labour. The
survey indicated that 94 per cent of women
football stitchers preferred to work at the formal
workplace rather than at their respective homes. 
The formal workplace provided them the space
for social interaction and bonding, learning and

information sharing with other women. It gave
them a unique opportunity to meet women from
other villages, castes and beraderis as in rural
milieu, women's mobility is restricted to their
respective villages unless a visit to other village
is necessitated by family circumstances and per-
mitted by male kin. At the center, the women
developed a sense of solidarity and friendship.
They could share family problems and improve
coping mechanisms. They helped each other in
work. 

The formal workplace gave them the opportuni-
ty to get away from home chores. They could
focus on work and produce more, compared to
home-based work where distractions are many
and home errands are done intermittently. Even
married women with children and support sys-
tem for childcare preferred to work at a formal
place. Only those women who were forty plus
and had no support system at home reported
they prefer to work from home instead of com-
muting to the center so as to take care of chil-
dren and the household tasks simultaneously.
The reasons for preferring formal work place to
home-based work included access to amenities
and better infrastructure, and the space provid-
ed for collective resistance and bargaining. The
two factors that determined this preference was
the provision of transport by the employer and
the male support from the communities and
families.

Women and Home-based Work
Home-based work done on piece-rate, is gener-
ally viewed by many quarters-different sections
of society, manufacturers, the state--as an
acceptable mode of productive work for women
to engage in. In view of social and cultural con-
straints, particularly in Pakistan, private infor-
mal space of one's home is considered appro-
priate for productive work as it spares woman of
the hassle of moving in to the public sphere. For
manufacturers, home-based work is cheap as
the cost of rent, utilities, and tools is borne by
the worker. Also, the employers/manufacturers
are rid of the cost of social protection, including
occupational safety and health.

A dual and contradictory nature characterizes
home-based work. It provides the family with the
much needed income to ward off extreme pover-
ty and improve its living, particularly if home-
based work is own-account and home workers
have entrepreneurial skills. It also has the poten-
tial of turning in to a profit generating small or
medium sized enterprise. On the other hand
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home-based work is deprived of social protec-
tion and in many instance use child labour thus
leading the family towards potential genera-
tional poverty.

A significant difference between home-based
and formal workplace relates to the identity of
the worker. Home-based work is individual work,
done within the confines of private sphere where
woman's identity as mother/wife/daughter/sis-
ter takes precedence. In contrast, at formal pro-
duction place, work is part of a collective
process that facilitates the formation of individ-
ual's identity as worker and the coalescing of a
collective identity. Also, home-based work leads
to immobility and isolation of the worker,
restricting access to information related to rights
and entitlements, market trends and opportuni-
ties to skill enhancement. In contrast, work at
formal workplace necessitate mobility and pro-
vides space for social interaction and mutual
support, learning and information sharing, thus
opening of space for collective resistance
against exploitative terms and conditions vis-à-
vis rights at workplace.

An increasing number of women are engaged in
the informal economy in diverse sectors, mostly
as home-based, piece-rate or casual workers on
exploitative wages under poor working condi-
tions.  Unofficial estimates put the figure of
home-based women workers in the informal sec-
tor as 75 per cent of the total informal labour
force. Official data do not include the category
'home-based' but only indicate that women com-
prise 53.7 per cent of the informal sector labour
force in the manufacturing sector.

Home-based workers include both own account
and piece-rate/sub-contracted workers. In
Pakistan, the percentage of own-account home-
based women workers, who fall under the cate-
gory of self-employed, is only 13.4 per cent.
Most of the home-based women workers are
either unpaid family workers (61.9 percent) or
employees (24.6 per cent) working on piece-
rate.146

Legislation on Sexual Harassment
at Workplace
Women's vulnerable status in society and their
participation in lower and the lowest tiers of
work force under non-decent terms and condi-
tions make them an easy target for sexual
harassment at workplace. Human rights
activists and women's groups had been advo-
cating for specific legislation to curb sexual

harassment. The Alliance Against Sexual
Harassment-a network of nine NGOs--actively
lobbied the issue, facilitated drafting of a new
law on sexual harassment and requisite amend-
ments to the Pakistan Penal Code 1860 and the
Code of Criminal Procedure 1898, by legal
experts in consultation with civil society.

The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act 2009 was
incorporated as amendments to Section 509
XLV of 1860 and to the Code of Criminal
Procedure 1898 (Act V of 1898) in Schedule II.
The Act has rendered sexual harassment both in
work places and public spaces a punishable
crime. The draft bill on the Protection against
Harassment of Women at Workplace was unan-
imously passed by the National Assembly on 21
January and by the Senate on 26 February and
was signed by the President to become a law on
10 March 2010. Under the new law, sexual
harassment at workplace is a crime punishable
with penalties ranging from compulsory retire-
ment, removal or dismissal from service, up to
three-year imprisonment and fine up to Rs
500,000 payable to the complainant. 

The Act is applicable to all organizations and
establishments, and covers all categories of
workers, regular or contractual. Under the law,
the employer is required to constitute an inquiry
committee of at least three members - one of
them a woman - to probe complaints and give
their findings within 30 days. The complainant
can also approach an ombudsperson if not sat-
isfied with the committee's proceedings or deci-
sion. The National Commission on the Status of
Women constituted a committee in May to facil-
itate, monitor and oversee the implementation
process of the Act in the country for the next two
years. 
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Minimal human security includes decent
livelihoods as a universal citizen right,
but is mocked by chronic mass poverty

in Pakistan, as a consequence of governance
rather than resource deficits. Social discourse
frames women, and children, as supplementary
earners, and consequently results in lower stan-
dards for women and children in both rights at
work as well as rights to work.

Rights are differentiated from entitlements: not
just as concrete reflections of rights, but also as
standards that can be altered in a majoritarian
democracy unlike rights that cannot be denied.
Entitlements may also be differentiated
between citizens to achieve similar outcomes in
dissimilar situations. 

Excluding charity or debt bondage, there are
inadequate private or public assets to offset
large or frequent shocks to income and con-
sumption among the rural population.

Specialised institutions such as Social Security,
Old Age Benefits, Workers' Welfare Fund all per-
form poorly in coverage and services even for
the much smaller urban population. Hence there
is little point in simply extending spatial cover-
age of these unreformed public organisations.

A public system could provide income security,
but government in Pakistan is unlikely to
respond promptly and adequately, given eco-
nomic crisis and recurring poor provision of
basic services.  Hence a proposal for asset trans-
fers, whose returns as level and variability will of
course be partly dependent upon complementa-
ry public action. Redistribution of assets is
explored in two directions as the creation of reg-
ulated commons. One is the conversion of large
private land holdings; another is public water
resources.

To the extent that asset transfers are inade-

quate, temporarily (such as bad harvest) or per-
manently (too little land or water), a citizen-
based system of entitlements is needed. In the
absence of alternative assets, there is need for a
security system built upon guaranteed minimum
employment for all adults. Ideally this should
ensure a safe margin of household consumption
above the poverty line. 

Voice is essential to secure livelihoods as citi-
zens -- income security in markets and represen-
tation security in public policy. But Pakistan
ranks among the worst examples of law and pol-
icy for collective action.

Neither the low direct tax-GDP ratio nor the high
security-budget ratio suggests a paucity of social
resources to fund such universal security.
Washington's priorities for employment over
decent work must be rejected.

The note has no pretence to academic stan-
dards, nor aims for a concrete plan for policy
implementation. Its modest aim is to illustrate
some issues for public debate. 

Several issues require more serious attention
than given here. These include the what and how
of collective action for achieving land reforms;
averting subsequent increase of child labour in
family farms, and decrease of paid female
employment; mitigation of expanded differentia-
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tion between workers and peasants.

Why should any citizen be ever threatened by
under-nourishment? At $800 per capita, aver-
age annual income in Pakistan is nearly five-fold
of a conservative poverty line of Rs 10,000.
Purchasing parity adjustments suggest an even
higher differential between average income and
$ a day type poverty lines. Other illustrations of
adequate social resources are domestic produc-
tion of 200 kg per capita of main cereals (wheat,
rice and maize); above $ 100 per capita in for-
eign exchange reserves plus aid and debt; and
exports of more than $300 per capita, 
Yet, at least 40 million men, women and chil-
dren remain at risk because the state fails to
assure adequate income [would jump with more
humane standards such as that of Sri Lanka for
low child under nourishment, low infant and
maternal mortality, high primary education, low
debt bondage]. 

As the atta crisis of the year 2008 illustrated,
many millions can easily slide into ultra poverty,
and several million made chronically poor,
because of food inflation despite bumper har-
vests. Escaping this fate requires appalling
tradeoffs: indignity of charity; brain-numbing in
religious or state security forces; humiliating
debt bondage; abusive trafficking of children
and women - all in evidence in Pakistan despite
62 years of supposed freedom from a predatory
colonial state. Food subsidies through a limited
number of urban-based "utility stores" are an
inadequate response. The major slash in devel-
opment expenditure is being cast as fiscal
restraint without any acknowledgement of the
loss in jobs and income to the poor.

Poverty of their guardians forces millions of chil-
dren into labour and away from schooling. A par-
ticularly damning indictment of the state is the
number of children in hundreds of thousands of
children who will not live to celebrate the fifth
birthday.

With inadequate and insecure livelihoods, citi-
zens cannot afford collective action for other
fundamental rights to life, let alone attain and
sustain them.  In a vicious cycle, deficits in other
rights contribute to the chronic shortfalls in
decent livelihoods, well illustrated by debt
bondage, child labour and gender discrimination
in both rights to work and at work.

Nothing but a guarantee of decent income will
avert such tragedy.  This is not to propose that
the state be the full time employer of last resort.
What we do suggest is that the state be made
responsive and responsible, beginning with
transfers of public assets, but not excluding the
need to redistribute private assets.

Hence a focus on livelihood rights in a frame-
work of citizen rights which are secured by legal
entitlements, delivered effectively i.e. efficiently
responsive.

Realism requires that little should be expected
of the state and its donors responsible for gover-
nance deficits. This note therefore invites dis-
cussion within social movements for a richer
agenda of collective resistance to private and
public expropriation of marginal livelihoods in
the first instance, and subsequent struggles for
better lives.

The note is only a partial reflection upon social
security, since it reflects upon needs and
responses of only a section of people - in house-
holds whose income security is, or can be, pro-
vided by guaranteed access to (fertile) land and
(unpolluted) water.

In its comprehensive review of socio-economic
security, ILO places Pakistan pretty much
among the bottom 10 of around 100 countries.
The data is a decade old, but there is nothing to
suggest any serious change in the rankings,
which is also much the case for the country's
rank in the Human Development Index. 

Decent Livelihoods
Howsoever one bases this claim, residents of
any country do have a right - and hence claim
upon the state -- to adequate and secure liveli-
hoods, citizens and migrants alike.

Public action can be temporary, as special sup-
port limited to illness, disability, or unemploy-
ment. Much preferable is to enable permanent
access (and use) of assets at a level that ensures
a decent life. Complementary public action
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would ensure that asset returns fluctuate as lit-
tle as feasible, and never fall below a threshold
(real) income.

What would be a threshold income? As much as
is necessary to ensure a decent life, that
includes a fair degree of participation in collec-
tive action for cultural and political democracy.
The threshold should obviously not contain gen-
der discrimination; except to the extent that
women require a higher threshold because of
gender-specific needs such as extra or special
nourishment before and after childbirth. Age
discrimination should best be avoided, again
because of special needs of young and old, such
as transport, diet, education and medication.

Public provisioning of assets would include both
natural and human resources. The latter extends
to acquisition of skills for using natural
resources productively and sustainably. Also
important are skills for supplementary income
sources to offset emergency needs and tempo-
rary shortfalls in earnings from natural
resources. 

The right to decent livelihood goes beyond the
right to adequate income. Obviously decent
working conditions must be present as rights at
work.

Discussion also needs to embrace the right to
choose a livelihood. Two illustrations from our
solidarity experiences may be useful - cattle
herders refusing to become farmers as compen-
sation for displacement (in the Saudi funded,
World Bank supervised, Chotiari reservoir proj-
ect); fisher folk declining to become wage labour
as compensation for displacement (in various
donor funded projects, past and present).

Access to Land and Water
A vast population derives its sustenance from
land or water, and generally both. The joint
resource need is most pronounced in farming,
increasingly even in rain fed areas where irriga-
tion canals divert hill torrents, such as in
Chashma. 

Obviously, land is needed to conveniently access
fisheries, inland riverine or coastal marine.
Government remains in denial, an example of
which is the project to hand over more than
80,000 acres of coastal land to private "devel-
opers" for a nightmarish mix of Caribbean and
UAE. On a smaller scale, irrigation infrastructure
regularly displaces riverine fisher folk.

Fishing in flood zones (kacho areas) is another
illustration of the need for both land and water in
fisheries.

Vast ecological damage to the Indus Delta testi-
fies to shortage of fresh water for marine fish-
eries and to prevent excess salinity in farmland.
Some species such as the hilsa disappear in the
absence of silt-laden fresh water in creeks. 
Effluents from agriculture and industry destroy
the food chain for fisheries. Manchar lake is a
frightening example of mismanaged irrigation
drainage, with pollution so extensive that boat
people had to abandon the lake, losing both res-
idence and livelihood. 

On a larger scale, Badin district is being devas-
tated from the Left Bank Outfall Drain used to
remove effluents from upland agriculture;
Karachi suffers from unchecked urban and
industrial sewage dumped untreated into the
Arabian Sea. 

Only socially abstract analysis may project a net
gain for poverty reduction. This is unacceptable,
yet government and donors continue with
destructive boondoggles as mega-city develop-
ment.

Land for Secure Livelihoods
National accounts indicate that enough cul-
tivable land is available to eradicate rural pover-
ty through land redistribution. Annual income
from crops and livestock of over Rs 150 billion is
derived from about 55 million cultivated acres.
Land productivity is then nearly Rs 30,000 per
acre. Cultivated land available is around one-half
acre per capita (and more as cultivable land)
across the rural population of over 100 million.
For a conservative threshold of Rs 10,000 the
average rural citizen could escape poverty with
around one-third of an acre as citizen entitle-
ment.

Of course would need nonfarm employment to
offset bad harvests (or bad credit markets).
Reversing gender discrimination is implicit in
accepting universal entitlement. Similarly, chil-
dren are assured a claim to assets independent-
ly of their parents.

This land-for-income security assumes comple-
mentary public action for protecting real income
through prices of farm inputs, products and non-
farm goods and services (implicit in the expen-
diture poverty line), plus nonfarm employment
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and wages to offset bad harvests (and covariant
downswings). It also assumes that the cropping
pattern and intensity implicit in agriculture GDP
are the best and also ecologically sustainable.
The latter is a heroic assumption, suggesting an
upward revision of the land poverty threshold.

A modest step in agrarian reform would focus on
eradicating poverty among sharecroppers, most
susceptible to the abuse of debt bondage. Public
policy should impose a floor for size of tenant
holding and for tenant shares, or provide a sub-
sistence plot where production is not shared
with the landlord. 

[Using estimates made above, minimum holding
would be about two-third acres per capita if net
earnings were equally shared between tenant
and landowner.  Since net shares get manipulat-
ed downwards, a precautionary floor would be
tenant farm of an acre per capita. Applied to
farm holdings in the Agriculture Census 2000,
the standard indicates that tenant farms under
7.5 acres -- 70 % of  tenant farms -- would
require either a higher income share to escape
poverty, or a larger farm. An exclusive plot for
subsistence seems best to ensure food needs
even when other higher revenue but riskier cash
crops are imposed on the shared farm by the
landlord.]

Alternative approaches may be considered for
setting the land standard.  One may be specially
appealing because it lends itself to transparency
in setting standards and accounting for ecologi-
cal variations.  

This would base land entitlements upon wheat
yields. It could use local prices of atta to deduce
the wheat equivalent of a rupee poverty line,
then used to estimate land needs. Across the
country wheat yield is around a ton per acre. At
average wheat price of Rs 20 per kilo (net of pro-
duction costs), a poverty line of Rs 10,000
requires nearly half-acre per capita, almost the
same as total cultivated land of one-half acre
per capita among the rural population.

It seems simpler to use the wheat equivalent of
a calorie standard that underlies the income
poverty line. Translating a rural poverty standard
of 2000 calories daily through the calorie con-
tent of flour indicates an annual need of around
200 kg per capita. With an average yield of
1000 kg per acre, and assuming production cost
at around one-half of production, land redistrib-
ution would aim for a rural poverty threshold of

two-fifth acre per capita. Pro-agriculture public
policies - such as for higher wheat yields, lower
input costs, second crop - would lower this
threshold. 

This is a result very similar to the one based
upon GDP from crops and livestock. Addressing
ecological variations indicates a wide range of
district wheat yields - could be as low as 120 kg
per acre (such as rain fed Karak in NWFP) but
more than ten-fold elsewhere (such as irrigated
Nawabshah in Sindh).

When committed to land redistribution, public
action requires several adjustments or refine-
ments to the land poverty threshold. 

The obvious ones include locational variations in
land productivity and prices, often negatively
correlated but without obvious relief to the poor.
One example is rain fed versus irrigated agricul-
ture; another is opportunities for nonfarm
income. Yet another perspective would compen-
sate for very young and old family members, or
agree to privilege "care work" of adult females. 
Sustained escape from poverty will then depend
upon wheat and other food prices, plus non-food
prices. This reinforces the need for public action
on relative prices to maintain "real" income.

A politically complex variation in needs of land:
at the low end, there may not be enough cul-
tivable land or crop choices when redistribution
is confined -- to the district, in order to minimize
tensions of cultural dislocation, or whatever
requires more limited boundaries than province,
let alone a "country" of unsettled "nationalities." 
In addition to other benefits such as protecting
female entitlements, cooperative farming can
realize economies of scale. Hence vesting land
rights in cooperatives may lower the land pover-
ty threshold.  The constraint to size may lie more
in the limits to (local) social cooperation rather
than scale economies in production.

Land Redistibution
Though a decade old, the Agricultural Census
2000 may be used to illustrate additional issues
in land redistribution.

Average cultivated land is around one-half acre
per capita in the rural population. This indicates
that the entire rural population could be provid-
ed the poverty threshold of one-third acre for an
annual minimum income of Rs 10,000 per capi-
ta.
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Poverty estimates suggest that at least a third of
the rural population is poor. As the right to
escape poverty, these 35 million citizens are
entitled to around 12 million cultivable acres. At
most (if all landless) this would be around one-
firth of available cultivated land. Debt bondage
is another priority claim, specially so for share-
croppers and brick kiln workers.

Redistribution should begin with state land, per-
haps even from those provided as large land
grants to public officials. However, the state
does not make available reliable estimates of
even state land. State farms indicate insignifi-
cant area. More realistically, privately owned
land just has to bear the main burden of redis-
tribution through rather low land ownership ceil-
ing per capita [or on self-operated land per capi-
ta?]

An essential constraint in the redistribution is to
maintain a minimum of one-third acre per capi-
ta [or in productivity index units] among those
losing land. Unless one takes the reasonable
position that large landowners already have
other assets that can compensate for allocating
them less land than the minimum [which would
reduce their burdens of funding other asset
transfers to the landless and near landless].

In equitable redistribution, the landless deserve
first priority as beneficiaries, and the largest
landowners will naturally have to bear the most
sacrifices. Over 90 million own no land in the
rural population of just over 100 million, whose
equal claims would account for over 30 million
acres. Even with full expropriation - which con-
tradicts the idea of land rights as a minimum
per capita applying to all rural citizens - from
those with 50 acres or more, less than half of
claims can be met. 

The productivity of land will have to be substan-
tially increased if there is a very large gap
between land ceiling and floor. For example, a
land ceiling of 50 acres per capita can make
available at most 12 million acres of cultivable
land. This meets the requirement for the current
poor, but will not provide universal land-based
security against poverty.

The first claim on redistribution would be for
those without land. Targeting the poorest one-
third or rural population would probably restrict
land transfers to those households described by
the Census as non-agricultural or livestock hold-
ers. If zero land ownership were the basis, then

(pure) tenants would also be included. When
poverty is the core criterion, then very small
landowners may also qualify. Since targeting
requires choice within categories, land distribu-
tion can become messy in comparison to a uni-
versal target of one-third cultivable acre per
capita for the entire rural population. Plus, using
household occupation categories violates citizen
rights that should be independent of household
arrangements and hierarchies.

Should lease or sale be disallowed? Certainly
not. Least because some adults are entirely
unsuited to farming, plus may do much better in
other occupations and make better use of other
assets traded for land. It is not even feasible to
enforce self-operation or residence in village to
maintain eligibility for land transfer. Again, coop-
eratives would help to prevent "misuse" of what
are essentially community resources.

Spatial Issues in Land Reforms
Country availability of land exceeds the country
poverty threshold. However, it may be quite
infeasible and undesirable to invoke inter-provin-
cial land transfers. And even between distant
districts. Which provinces and districts appear
land-deficit or land-surplus? How may, should,
would one define deficit or surplus, including the
'blindingly' obvious criteria? 

The most complex circumstances for land redis-
tribution arise when both land availability and
productivity fall much short of benchmarks.
Several districts fall into this category. These
include the more than 1.5 million in district
Gujrat (Punjab) with wheat yield of less than half
the average. Much of NWFP has both large land
deficits and low wheat yields. Bumper harvests
cannot make up the difference. Hence cash
crops [including orchards; forest products] may
make up the deficit, as they do in e.g. Mardan
district with over a million in population. But
non-land assets and income will remain impor-
tant to offset the land deficit. Zhob is an exam-
ple of fewer alternative assets. 

Consider Sialkot (Punjab) district as a different
illustration. Its rural population of 2 million
owned (in 2000) about one-fourth acre per capi-
ta, and hence even less of cultivable land, as
compared to the benchmark of one-third cul-
tivable acre. Wheat yield was about average at
900+ kg per acre, indicating that the bench-
mark may not be lowered on account of very
high productivity. If surrounding areas cannot
provide for the land deficit, or people do not wish
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to move, then complementary efforts will be
required to raise farm productivity and provide
nonland assets.

With a (then) population of 1.6 million, Sahiwal
(Punjab) district is an example of land deficit
that may be offset by high productivity - of 30
percent more than the average wheat yield.

Could high levels of land per capita be very mis-
leading as to the potential of land distribution for
asset security? Accommodating nearly 3 million
people, Districts Dadu and Naushero Feroz
(Sindh) are examples of the need for caution.
Owned land per capita safely exceeds the land
threshold, but cultivated acres show a clear
deficit. While the latter has high wheat yield -- of
50 per cent larger than average -- to allow down-
ward adjustments in the land benchmark,
Dadu's yield is almost the reverse at 650 kg per
acre. 

A final example of the case when both owned
and cultivated land indicate no deficit, but wheat
yield is quite low, and not necessarily offset by
productivity of other food [or cash] crops [or live-
stock]. With a population of over 1 million,
Attock (Punjab) district has land per capita
ratios well above the benchmark. However,
wheat yield is less than one-third of average.
Jacobabad (Sindh) is similar, as is Turbat
(Balochistan).

Compared to a wheat consumption benchmark,
production of wheat per capita is a composite
indicator of land inadequacy [productivity adjust-
ed for population]. Providing room for modest
increase through a higher share of wheat in cul-
tivated acreage or larger cultivated acreage, a
benchmark of 200 kg per capita may be used.
The inference is stark - low productivity is gener-
ally unable to offset a 'high' endowment, sug-
gesting that the lower population density of a
district in fact reflects the lower capacity of land
to feed its population. For example, Attock has
nearly an acre of land per capita and well over
half an acre of cultivated land, but wheat pro-
duction is not more than 100 kg per capita - half
the wheat benchmark.

A more modest approach to land redistribution
would focus just on the existing poor. Perhaps
with the argument that non-poor have other
assets. Ideally, those barely above the poverty
line should also be included. 

If only a fourth of the population was income

poor, then land transfer needs would be similar-
ly smaller. Enough land may be available for this
smaller population even when the rest cannot
be enabled to secure the land minimum (with-
out much dislocation).

Redistribution of public water can be a serious
supplement, such as to farms at tail end of irri-
gation canals. It cam also be a substitute for
land redistribution - such as in much of
Balochistan, or Tharparkar in Sindh and
Cholistan in Punjab. The scope for redistribution
is substantial - nearly half the water used is sim-
ply wasted; more can be "saved" by changes in
cropping patterns, away from ecologically unsus-
tainable crops that are also a huge recipient of
not just untenable but also unnecessary public
subsidies (sugarcane?). Implementing such
redistribution can be problematic because new
irrigation infrastructure remains one of displace-
ment (Tarbela, Ghazi-Barotha) and disposses-
sion (Chotiari; Chashma).

Public Finance
How is the land redistribution to be financed?
Some state land would be available, but there
has to be much reliance on redistribution of pri-
vate land.

Simple expropriation seems infeasible. What
then will be the public subsidy required, special-
ly for realizing land entitlements of the poor.
If one could assume that the poor can pay for
the land in affordable instalments, then the pub-
lic subsidy is essentially that of providing credit
for land purchase. This can be imposed upon
land losers, indirectly though compensation in
fixed maturity, low interest bonds. But to do this,
the state needs to challenge the Shariat Bench
Supreme Court judgment as prior compensation
for compulsory acquisition of land; or just ignore
the decision as it does blatantly in mega infra-
structure projects.

It is more probable that many of the poor could
not pay for land over even a generation, unless
they were given additional land. Alternatively,
they require a partial write-off for the debt. The
issue of subsidy has special significance for chil-
dren. 

Income or other tax on agriculture. What rev-
enue possible to pay for land purchase? Give life-
time tax exemption in exchange for a certain
amount of land?

As suggested earlier, it may be infeasible to
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move people to distant areas. Transfers across
districts should be definitely avoided. Hence
some families with less than minimum land will
be entitled to special assistance for raising land
productivity or enabling nonfarm incomes. 
If cultural rights are acknowledged, then similar
public assistance will be required for families,
which will suffer serious loss of community
through dislocation. Whether a land-surplus host
community refuses to accept migrants, or
migrants refuse to dislocate, special assistance
may be mainly funded by taxing (remaining)
land-surplus areas.

Fisheries
Most fisher folk are among the chronic and
especially vulnerable poor. Hence their rele-
vance to better claims to social assets, public
and private. For those sensitive to cultural hier-
archies, fisher folk are at special risk.

There are several kinds of communities that
have a claim on fisheries, which suggests cau-
tion in generalisation.  A (likely minority)
engages in farming along with fishing, mostly in
the Indus delta. Another (probable majority)
depends primarily on fishing, combined with
some supplementary income from other non-

farm activities. Yet another group relies primari-
ly on labour for handling and processing.
Another perspective is self-employed boat "own-
ers," sharecropping "crews," and the "rest."

As with inequity in cropland, the core issues of
fisheries are sharing (in control of) public assets
and in redistribution of private assets directly or
indirectly. Similarly, public action cannot end
with asset transfers, but must also embrace spe-
cific action for decent returns to assets. For
example, "protected" fisheries are necessary but
insufficient if marketing is exploitative.

Both the nature of fisheries and paucity of data
provide less number crunching than that done
for illustrations of land redistribution.

In 2006 (before the EU ban on imports as unsan-
itary), Pakistan exported seafood valued at $
180 million. Of total production at around
600,000 tons, sea food accounts for more than
two-thirds; a similar share is in total vessels (and
more in capacity). Sea food data is likely to be
an underestimate in the (deliberate) absence of
credible records on harvesting by deep sea
trawlers. 

Fisher folk population is estimated at around 5
million, using an estimate of fish harvesters and
fish workers as 0.7 million, and family size of 7
persons.

As the basis for equitable fisheries, strategies
for asset transfer are both simpler and more
complex as compared to redistribution of cul-
tivable land.

Large water bodies -- whether inland as rivers,
barrages, wetlands etc or the sea - are constitu-
tionally public resources. Hence government
simply has to convert its sole jurisdiction to com-
munity stewardship. Some collision with power-
ful "private" interests is inevitable, but much less
than confrontation with large landowners in land
redistribution, except where land and water
lords coincide.

Complexity appears, at least for us, because
water resources should allow public access,
however regulated. This is unlike land re-distri-
bution where specific parcels of land can be
assigned to specific persons. Hence externalities
are inevitable and must be handled innovatively.
There is also complexity because fresh water is
needed both for crop agriculture and fisheries.
Both farming and industry need drainage, which
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degrades downstream fisheries on a very large
scale. These issues are important for both inland
and marine fisheries; the latter is tragically illus-
trated by the desertification of the Indus delta.

To achieve equitable fisheries, the most impor-
tant public action is to reverse state support
from supporting commercial fisheries to pro-
moting largely subsistence fisheries. This will
require a complete ban on deep-sea trawlers,
which discard several folds more than they store
and thereby deny such harvest to fisher folk. A
similar change is required in inland fisheries
where the (monopoly) contract system is made
extinct in favour of access by community fisher
folk.

Transfer of Controle Over
Water Bodies
Hence, the essence of our proposal is simple -
effectively transfer state control over water bod-
ies to "local collectives," in a manner that
ensures equitable access to fisheries by local
(resident) fisher folk, including crews of small
vessels and workers who handle harvests.

Would equitable fisheries provide universal
escape from poverty? One indicator is GDP in
fisheries, of Rs 24 billion (mostly marine fish-
eries). At a conservative threshold of Rs 10,000
per capita, around 2.5 million citizens can
escape poverty. This is half as many estimated
to depend upon fisheries. If all families chose to
remain in fisheries, annual income would be
less than half the poverty line.

Official data provide production estimates for
inland and marine fisheries, at around 165 and
400 thousand tons, respectively. The only whole-
sale price data is for a single premium species
(rahu). Prices in Lahore and Karachi may be
used. A rough adjustment for other species, and
costs, is to assume that net price to fisher folk is
about one-third of the wholesale price. Average
income per capita is then derived as around one-
third the poverty line, indicating an even larger
need for transfers of other assets.  Alternatively,
less than 150,000 persons could achieve full
poverty line income, and the rest would need to
be provided other occupations.

A more optimistic estimate appears when wheat
consumption at 215 kg per capita is used as the
basis of a poverty line. Using wholesale prices of
flour and fish (adjusted), fish production for
wheat purchase could meet the need for most of
the fisher folk population. Accounting for non-

food needs is necessary. This significantly
reduces the "covered" population if it is reason-
ably assumed that nonfood needs require anoth-
er one-third of income - from 90 percent down to
60 percent of the fisher folk population that can
subsist entirely on fisheries.

For some but not most fisher folk, redistribution
of farmland may offset the shortfall in fisheries
income. However, more can benefit by higher
and more stable fish prices, or lower costs.

Can public investments for higher productivity
bridge much if not the entire gap? Current over
fishing points away from even higher levels of
catch, and towards reducing substantial waste.
Deep-sea trawlers are an enormous source of
waste and have to be banned altogether. This
would naturally increase stocks available for
fisher folk, who would require public support in
training and equipment to reduce their waste
(such as 'trash fish').

An alternative option is to increase stocks so
that higher catch is ecologically sustainable. To
be a successful strategy, action is required upon
two fronts. Significant increase in fresh water
flow to the delta is needed to replenish and
expand stocks in marine fisheries. A higher flow
to the sea can also be used to protect upstream
inland fisheries. Much hostility can be expected
from upland agriculture, even though their crop
losses are wholly avoidable by reducing simple
waste in water.

Expanding stocks can also be achieved through
reduced pollution across the country.
Agricultural drainage is a serious threat to fish-
eries, for which the LBOD is a tragic illustration.
Yet another serious threat to stocks is industrial
waste from major cities [also a threat to higher
price exports]. Neither source of pollution is
inevitable; polluter pays can raise funds for pub-
lic infrastructure and compensate fisher folk for
ecological damage.

It is our judgement that despite equitable
access, increased productivity and better prices
the gap between needs and available fisheries
will not be eliminated, at least not in the medi-
um term.  

Hence public action would be required to under-
take other asset transfers to accommodate
many persons that should choose alternative
occupations, and other asset transfers to bridge
the income gap for those who remain in fish-
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eries.

We propose a specific asset transfer scheme,
managed by community organisations at as
decentralised a level as possible. A license and
quota system is the entitlement of community
residents. A license is reserved for persons who
fish themselves, with or without crew. The
license may be transferable only among the
community.

Independently of the license, a catch quota is
given to each person in the community, young
and old, men or women, boat owner or crew, har-
vester or worker. The quota may be transferable
so that crew and workers can also benefit - com-
mercial fishing with crew will become depend-
ent upon catch quotas of crew, and hence pro-
vide decent compensation. Workers should have
the (national) minimum wage as a floor for the
prevailing system of shares in catch. 

This transferability has an added advantage of
promoting cooperatives for leasing or purchas-
ing large commercial vessels, as a sort of com-
pensation to those excluded from the new fish-
eries regime. 

Ecological considerations indicate the total pre-
cautionary quota available in a specific water
body. Hence an alternative license and quota
system would begin with very small boats, and
move to higher categories according to quota
remaining. This is likely to completely exclude
the very largest commercial vessels, as it should
be. As in land redistribution, public funds will
determine the extent of compensation for those
excluded from fisheries. Of course, if their grip
on marketing is not diluted, fisher folk will fail to
escape from poverty.

Fish harvests and prices can fluctuate no less
than in crop farming. Any system of (group)
insurance for crops can be adapted to fisheries.
The best insurance would be an asset or employ-
ment whose returns are more stable or at least
not generally covariant with fisheries income.
Social Security Institutions

Low formal coverage and further exclusions,
plus low quality services characterise such insti-
tutions. Serious discussion is needed to restruc-
ture the delivery of services needed to comple-
ment asset transfers.  We offer only brief
remarks.

In their present dismal functioning there would

be no point in expanding coverage to the rural
population.

Health services should be funded through uni-
versal public facilities such as clinics and district
hospitals rather than additional autonomous
infrastructure.

Unemployment benefits can be considered
more broadly to cover bad harvests, disability,
and inadequate asset transfers. Rather than
invite patronage and corruption through discre-
tionary targeting, a universal employment guar-
antee scheme is needed. This should assure a
minimum income of say two-thirds the poverty
line. 

As a universal entitlement, children and old age
or disabled citizens could achieve their guaran-
tee through working adults, no differently from
the purchase of food through vouchers or ration
shops.

No public scheme is ever accountable without
continuing active interest of beneficiaries. A uni-
versal tax for universal social security is needed
as an insurance premium, and to provide more
to those who need more (ill) from those who
need less (healthy). Such contributions would
supplement those provided by government and
enterprises. Funding by the latter should be as
simple as possible to avoid under-registration
and false registration of workers. A fixed tax on
profits would do it. 

A mix of funding by different levels of govern-
ment seems advisable both to secure minimal
protection of citizens, and to ease implementa-
tion. Federal and provincial governments com-
mit to fixed share of their budgets. District gov-
ernment contributes a minimum absolute level
per capita, say matching the amount con-
tributed by citizens.

A national institution would manage the scheme
through fairly elected district government. 
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Introduction
In-spite of being an agricultural country produc-
ing most of the food crops which serve as the
staple diet of the majority of the population,
Pakistan continues to be food insecure. A recent
study states that 48.6 per cent of the people in
Pakistan are faced with food insecurity.1 Out of
130 districts, 80 are food insecure in the coun-
try, and of them, 45 are extremely food insecure.
This compares with 38 extremely food insecure
districts in 2003.2 Only 30 per cent districts pro-
duce surplus wheat, 13 per cent are in the defi-
cient category, while almost half are in the
extremely deficient category. Almost 24 per cent
districts produce surplus rice. When both agri-
cultural and animal based food availability is
included, almost 60 per cent districts count as
extremely food insecure.   

A vast majority of the population that has
become poorer and poorer over the years cannot
afford regular food items due to high prices,
declining real wages, and loss of employment -
all these resulting from narrow-based govern-
ment policies that compromised the interests of
the poor. Decline in the scale of investment in
agriculture, inappropriate rules for trade and
investment between rich and poor countries and
the production of bio-fuels and animal feed are
stated to be causing food insecurity in the poor
countries. According to Ugarte and Murphy3

"…Rather than some overwhelming act of
nature - described by too many commentators
as a 'silent tsunami' - the world food crisis is
largely human made." They go on to argue that
the food price crisis is due to poor policy choices
both at the national and intergovernmental lev-
els.  Among the many mistakes cited is the abo-
lition of public stock holding under pressure
from the World Bank.

In spite of structural shift towards industrializa-
tion that came about during the course of devel-
opment in Pakistan, agriculture sector is still the

largest sector of the economy contributing 21.8
per cent to the GDP and providing employment
to 45 per cent of total employed labour force. 

Agricultural Growth
The fluctuations in agricultural growth in the
past years have largely stemmed from irregular-
ities in the growth of major crops which is the
result of weather shifts and pest attacks on
crops, among other factors. Table 3 shows
trends in the agriculture sector that grew at an
average rate of 4.4 per cent per annum during
the 1990s. During the decade of 2000, the agri-
cultural sector experienced erratic growth, with
the rate ranging between 2.7 percent to 6.5 per-
cent. The poor performance is also on account of
the fact that no investments had been made in
the agricultural sector to increase crop yield.4

Water, which is a crucial input, is deficient. No
investments were made, during the course of
the last two decades, in water development proj-
ects, farm-to-market roads, power development
projects, and storage and warehousing facilities,
etc. to help increase agricultural output growth.
The performance of the agriculture sector during
2008-09 has been stronger than expected. The
sector registered a growth rate of 4.7 per cent as
against the target of 3.5 per cent and earlier
year's  performance of 1.1 per cent. This was on
account of bumper wheat, rice and maize crops
estimated as 23.42, 6.9, and 4.0 million tons
respectively.

Crop Situation
Two principal crop seasons in Pakistan are
Kharif and Rabi. The sowing season Kharif
begins in April and runs till June. Harvesting
takes place during October to December. Major
kharif crops are rice, cotton, sugarcane, mung,
mash, and bajra. The Rabi sowing season runs
from October to December followed by harvest-
ing during April to May. Major Rabi crops are
wheat, gram, masoor and tobacco. Wheat, rice,
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sugarcane and cotton account for 89.1 per cent
of value added of major crops. Four main crops,
sugarcane, cotton, wheat, and rice contribute
29.8 per cent to the agriculture value added and
6.5 per cent to the GDP. Sugarcane is an impor-
tant cash crop of Pakistan used as an input in
sugar and sugar-related products, chipboard and
paper.  Sugar accounts for 3.4 per cent of the
agriculture value added and 0.7 per cent of the
GDP. 

Rice is an important food crop and one of the
major export items of the country. It accounts for
5.9 per cent of the valued added in agriculture
and 1.3 per cent of the GDP. Pakistan grows
enough high quality rice to meet domestic
demand and exports. It is produced mainly in
Punjab and Sindh.  Wheat is the main staple
food item in the country and largest grain crop of
the country. It contributes 13.1 per cent to value
added in agriculture and 2.8 per cent to GDP.
The production of gram, maize and tobacco has
increased by 60 per cent, 11.9 per cent and 4.6
per cent respectively during 2007-8 to 2008-09.
While the production of rapeseed and mustard,
barely, bajra and jawar decreased by 16.7, 4.6,
3.0 and 2.9 per cent respectively.  

Causes of Food Insecurity
Irrigation Water
Pakistan's agriculture output is closely linked
with supply of irrigation water.  Table 11 shows
the proportion of the three main sources to
water resources.  The data have also been pre-
sented in Figure 3.  We find that the major
source of irrigation is canal water contributing
almost 60 percent to the total agricultural pro-
duction.  Almost a quarter is contributed by
ground water and about 15 percent by rainfall.

Table 11      Water Resources

The normal surface water availability at canal

heads is 103.5 million acre feet (MAF). The Rabi
season faced more water shortage than the
Kharif period during these years. 

Inflationary Trends
The shrinking food availability in Pakistan is
attributed to an increase in the price levels of
regular items generally, and food items specifi-
cally.  The Consumer Price Index (CPI), food
Inflation, non-food inflation, core inflation,
Whole Sale Price Index (WPI) and Sensitive Price
Index (SPI), all jumped between 2007 and 2008.
The increase in food prices in Pakistan was a
result of soaring agricultural commodity prices
in world markets, which reached their highest
level in thirty years. Ugarte and Murphy (2008)
state that the major cause of food price inflation
on world markets from 2004-05 onwards was
the spectacular increase in production and use
of bio-fuels, as this raised the demand for many
agricultural commodities, which not only pushed
their prices, but had a 'knock-on' effect on the
rates of other commodities as well. The situation
on the supply side did not help much either as
persistent drought and unfavourable weather
conditions reduced supply at a time when the
demand was expanding. 

Average retail prices of individual food items
also increased at a spectacular rate during July -
April 2008-09. All major food products in
Pakistan such as rice, wheat, pulses, sugar, veg-
etable ghee, beef, chicken and milk registered
substantial escalation in their prices. Moreover,
post-2009 increase in food prices has been at a
far more substantial rate.
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Table 3    Growth Performance
2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09

Commodity Producing Sector 0.2 1.3 4.2 9.3 9.5 5.1 6.6 1.4 0.2
Agriculture- 2.7 0.1 4.1 2.4 6.5 6.3 4.1 1.1 4.7
Manufacturing 8.2 4.5 6.9 14 15.5 8.7 8.3 4.8 -3.3
Services Sector 4.8 4.8 5.2 5.8 8.5 6.5 7 6.6 3.6
GDP (Constant Factor Cost) 2.2 3.1 4.7 7.5 9 5.8 6.8 4.1 2
GNP (Constant Factor Cost) 2.3 5.1 7.5 6.4 8.7 5.6 6.7 4.1 2.6

Source: Pakistan Economic Surveys  1994-95, 1997-98, 1999-00, 2000-01, 2002-03, 2004-05, 2007-08 and 2008-09.



Population Growth
Population growth is another very important fac-
tor causing increase in the demand for food.  The
rate of growth of population was 3 per cent dur-
ing the early 1980s, thereafter it started declin-
ing. The data shows that the decline has contin-
ued throughout at a steady pace, which does not
tally with the ground realities prevailing in the
country.  The increase in the rate of growth of
population, which now stands at around 170 mil-
lion people, increases the demand for already
scarce food supplies.    

Decline in Real Wage
Increase in the CPI generally and food prices
specifically, is eroding the purchasing power of
the workers. Table 17 gives the average real
wage by industry for the period 1990-91 to
2006-07. These have been obtained by deflating
the average nominal wage by the CPI. Deflating
the average nominal wage by the food price
index would give much lower real wage esti-
mates as the rate of growth of food price index
is much higher than the rate of growth of the
CPI. As a result of the decline in real wages, the
purchasing power of workers is diminishing and
with it the problem of food insecurity is worsen-
ing. 

Government Policies
Government policies have also contributed to
increasing food insecurity in Pakistan. Constant
borrowing from foreign sources and the structur-
al adjustments and stabilization policies pur-
sued by the government as a part of the condi-
tionalitiies attached to foreign assistance, has

led to a major stretch on the government's
capacity to maintain control over prices of
essential items. The processes and the reper-
cussion described below give a clear idea of how
extreme dependence on external funding has
sought to compromise the government's deliv-
ery capacity in terms of relief for the public.

First, due to the adoption of a market-based
monetary policy, the government started bor-
rowing from international financial institutions
leading to a tremendous increase in foreign
debt.  With the bulk of the country's revenues
going into debt servicing, the development
options shrunk to a great degree. The resultant
distributional, growth, and social crisis directly
fuelled political instability.  Increase in poverty
as a result of debt servicing and erosion of devel-
opment opportunities has been a major con-
tributing factor to food insecurity in the country.

Second, the 1990s was also the first decade dur-
ing which the country adopted the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund's (WB-
IMF's) Stabilization and Structural Adjustment
policies. The focus of these policies was on lib-
eralization, privatization and reduction in gov-
ernment expenditures. This meant slashing
spending on health, education, infrastructure,
and human resource development. Since the
bulk of these expenditures are consumed by the
poor, a cutback led to an unprecedented
increase in the poverty level in the country. The
WB-IMF dictation for a tight monetary policy
raised the lending rate, causing reduction in the
rate of investment, the GDP growth and employ-
ment level - again fuelling poverty. Moreover, the
withdrawal of subsidies due to the IMF condi-
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Table 17     Average Real Wages by Industry 1990/91 - 2006/07 (Rs per month)

1991-92 1993-94 1996-97 1997-98 1999-00 2001-02 2003-04 2005-06 2006-07 
INDUSTRY 

Agriculture 157.1947 193.5972 289.7896 450.5583 921.115 832.9 882.722 590.4 775.55 
Mining & quarrying 151.7703 121.9823 209.2984 280.5147 635.137 351.7 564.221 398.7 514.53 
Manufacturing 173.9943 147.7622 423.3828 502.3355 774.399 1602 1207.66 519.6 815.77 
Electric gas & water 157.1205 193.5972 289.7896 450.5583 921.115 832.9 882.722 590.4 775.55 
Construction 151.7703 121.9823 209.2984 280.5147 635.137 351.7 564.221 398.7 514.53 
Wholesale & retail trade 173.9943 147.7622 423.3828 502.3355 774.399 1602 1207.66 519.6 815.77 
Transportation 157.1947 193.5972 289.7896 450.5583 921.115 832.9 882.722 590.4 775.55 
Financial real estate 151.7703 121.9823 209.2984 280.5147 635.137 351.7 564.221 398.7 514.53 
Other 173.9943 147.7622 423.3828 502.3355 774.399 1602 1207.66 519.6 815.77 
Total 157.1947 193.5972 289.7896 450.5583 921.115 832.9 882.722 590.4 775.55 
Real Wages have been obtained by deflating nominal wages by the Consumer Price Index with 1990-91=100 as the base. SOURCE: LFS various issues.



tionalities increased the tariffs on utilities com-
promising the disposable income of the people.
Increase in poverty emanating from structural
adjustment and stabilization policies raised food
insecurity in Pakistan.  Ugarte and Murphy
(2008) suggest a fundamental rethinking of the
foundations of trade liberalization. According to
them food should be treated differently from tex-
tiles, automobiles, airplanes, electronic good,
and intellectual property rights, etc. 

Improving Food Security
Though food security in Pakistan is at a critical
phase, the situation can be improved through
promoting land distribution, improved water
management, and upgrading agricultural pro-
duction techniques: A few of these options are
discussed below. 

Land Distribution
Free distribution of economically viable agricul-
tural plots to peasants and workers for produc-
tion of organic foods has the potential of improv-
ing the food insecurity crisis. There is about 4
million acres of virgin land in the river belt of the
country.  Due to their proximity to the river belt,
access to irrigation water could also be facilitat-
ed at low cost.  Moreover, organic farming could
also be considered as a production option.
Being virgin, these lands are ideal for organic
farming.

Irrigation Water
The most important factor that can reduce food
insecurity in Pakistan and boost food supply is
increase in the supply of irrigation water. This
can be achieved through water development
projects such as small dams, desalination
plants, and tube well technology, etc. Better irri-
gation methods such as sprinklers have been
found to be very effective in conserving water
and can therefore help in spreading the scarce
input over larger area.

Fertilizer
In the modern agriculture era, fertilizer is an
important input to boost the yield. Balanced con-
tribution of fertilizer increases yield by 30 per
cent to 60 per cent in different crops. For
instance, one kg of fertilizer nutrient produces 8
kg of cereals (maize, rice and wheat), 2.5 kg of
cotton and 114 kg of stripped sugarcane. 

Improved Seeds
Quality seed can increase crop yields quite dra-

matically. High yielding seeds were a major con-
tributory factor to boost the Green Revolution.
Improving access to good quality seeds can,
through increasing the supply of crops, play a
crucial role in addressing food insecurity in the
country.  

Mechanization
In order to improve food security, efficient devel-
opment and utilization of agricultural resources
is required. Cost of production of various crops
are not competitive due to low productivity
attributed mainly to inefficient farming prac-
tices. Farm operations, being time-specific,
demand precision in order to optimize the effi-
ciencies of agricultural input for higher produc-
tivity. 

On the demand side, population control meas-
ures that reduce the demand for food to bring it
in line with growth of food supply will be crucial
in dampening the expanding demand for food.

Flawed Solutions 
While food security is emerging as a major chal-
lenge for Pakistan, a number of proposals are
being suggested to address the situation. It is
important to weigh all options before pursing
any solution. Proposed solutions such as corpo-
rate farming and genetically modified crops,
briefly discussed below, may receive corporate
backing, but they have not always yielded posi-
tive results.   

Corporate Farming
Corporate farming has often been suggested as
a possible solution to the problem of food inse-
curity. The argument is that water development
projects, farm-to-market roads, and power pro-
duction projects require heavy investments.
Since neither the government nor the local
farmers have the kind of resources, large tracts
of land are being sold to foreigners. The idea is
to encourage them to undertake investment per-
taining to infrastructure development to support
the agriculture sector. Groups favouring corpo-
rate farming argue that the boost in production
can also contribute to exports enabling the coun-
try to earn higher foreign exchange. However,
this is a misleading argument. It is a conse-
quence of the approach depicted by the World
Bank and the IMF where the entire focus is on
debt servicing and not on the needs of the local
people. This approach has led to serious
famines as the countries switched from produc-
ing food crops to cash crops. Corporate farming
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will turn small peasants into landless agricultur-
al workers and thus lead to further increase in
the level of poverty and exacerbate food insecu-
rity in the country.    

Genetically Modified (GM) Crops
While consumers in western countries are
becoming extremely quality conscious about
food, Genetically Modified (GM) crops are being
produced in large quantities. If consumers in the
rich countries are eating organic foods and the
governments of these countries are imposing
strict quality standards, it is unlikely that they
would want to consume GM foods. It appears
that increase in food insecurity and famines
around the world are creating a market for GM
crops throughout the world. As the health bene-
fits of the GM crops remain controversial, creat-
ing space for the production of such crops will
not only compromise health standards, these
should also negatively influence the economy  

Conclusion
The agriculture sector contributed 21.8 per cent
to the GDP in 2008-09 and provided employ-
ment to 44.7 per cent of total employed labour
force in 2008-09. Despite a massive contribu-
tion by the agriculture sector to the economy,
Pakistan continues to struggle with food insecu-
rity.
Major causes of food insecurity in Pakistan are:  

Increase in inflation rate;         

Increase in support prices of agricultural 
products as a result of World Bank
dictation;   

IMF dictated government policies causing
decline in output, employment and real 
wages;

Shortage of irrigation water;

High population growth rate.

Corporate farming and the genetically modified
foods are sometimes suggested as solutions by
the vested interest to food insecurity in Pakistan.
Experts agree that these two options promise no
relief for food insecurity. Self sufficiency in food
can be brought about through formulation of a
National Food Security Policy that should focus
on: 

Investment in water development
projects, farm-to-market roads, storage 

and transportation, productive capacity, 
research and extension, etc.;
Better irrigation methods;
Increased supply of inputs;
Free distribution of economically viable 
agricultural plots to peasants and workers
for production of organic foods; 
On the demand side, population control 
measures that reduce the demand for 
food to bring it in line with growth of food
supply.  
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Introduction
The United Nations estimated that in 2005 there
were 191 million migrants, approximately 3 per
cent of the world population, living outside their
country of birth.  Levels of migration are predict-
ed to rise to 230 million by 2050. People move
in search of better terms and conditions of life
and work. The inequality in the world drives
more and more human movement within and
across the border. Unlike capital, cash, com-
modities and services which rather enjoy free
movement across borders, human mobility is
largely restricted and controlled by states' regu-
lations and politics.  This creates the room for
irregular channels of migration for those who do
not come under the eligibility of legal migration
but, nonetheless, wish to move to other coun-
tries in search of better economic and social
opportunities.  

Credible data of the number of irregular
migrants cannot be found due to the clandestine
nature of their mobility.  However, it is believed
that irregular migrants comprise a significant
portion of the total number of migrants. Some
estimates suggest that irregular migration
accounts for around one third of all migration for
developing countries.1 Irregular migrants are
thought to be vulnerable to exploitation or inhu-
mane treatment because of their legal status in
the host and the transit countries. Common per-
ception regarding international migration is that
migration from developing to developed coun-
tries constitutes a major fraction of human
movement. However, reality is that those are
minor numbers and migration from one devel-
oping economy to another is much more com-
mon.   

Pakistan, categorized as one of the developing
countries, is a country of source, transit and des-
tination of irregular migration and Karachi is
said to be home to irregular migrant communi-
ties. Several studies available about these com-

munities mainly focus on living conditions of the
irregular migrants or implication on security of
the host societies.  Studies focusing on working
conditions of irregular migrants are scarce.  This
study aims to highlight the situation of irregular
migrants to investigate whether the irregulari-
ties lead to violation of labour rights in the case
of Pakistan like in other countries; and present
recommendations for state and civil societies
actions to protect the rights of migrant workers.
The study also explores the capacity of the coun-
try's National Alien Registration Agency, and its
strategy to protect irregular migrants.

Study Methodology and
Limitations
Methodology includes literature review and inter-
views with a select number of members of the
migrant communities, interviews with con-
cerned authorities and with employers.  There
are said to be more than 100 migrant-concen-
trated residential pockets in Karachi .  Among
them, this study picked up migrants residing in
the Korangi area as selected interviewees.
Korangi is close to Karachi's industrial estate as
well as to the creek where communities are
engaged in fisheries. The area has a heavy pres-
ence of migrant communities originating both
from Bangladesh and Burma.  The interviewees
included: 1) Bengali and Burmese origin
migrants; 2) men and women; 3) those who are
working in the fisheries and the textile sectors,
4) both those who migrated by themselves and
the descendants, who were recognized by com-
munity members.  Total number of interviewees
was 18. (Breakdown of respondents is given in
Appendix 1).

Since the number of interviewee was limited
and selection was based on the network of com-
munity members, the study aims only to illus-
trate issues, whose additional ramifications
require a large-scale survey.
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Irregular Migrant workers:
Overview
Migrant workers are defined  as "A person who
is to be engaged, is engaged or has been
engaged in a remunerated activity in a State of
which he or she is not a national," while irregular
migrants include: "those who enter a country
without the proper authority (for example
through clandestine entry and entry with fraudu-
lent documents); people who remain in a coun-
try in contravention of their authority (for exam-
ple by staying after the expiry of visa or work per-
mit, through sham marriages or fake adapta-
tions, as bogus students or fraudulently self-
employed); people moved by migrant smugglers
or human trafficking, and those who deliberate-
ly abuse the asylum system." (Koser, 2005).
Irregular migrants are thought to be vulnerable
to any type of exploitation or inhumane treat-
ment because of their legal status in the host
and transit countries. These include: unpaid or
underpaid wages, exclusion from social security
schemes, poor working conditions, limited or no
access to social services including health, edu-
cation and training, forced labour, sexual
exploitation and so on.  

Pakistan is a country of source, transit and des-
tination of irregular migration and Karachi is
said to be home of irregular migrant communi-
ties, especially those from Bangladesh and
Burma (apart from Afghans). Despite their pro-
longed presence in the city, the government did
not develop concrete policy for irregular
migrants till 2000 when the federal interior min-
istry set up the National Alien Registration
Authority (hereinafter called, NARA) to regulate
them. The NARA entitles the irregular migrants
to regularization through issuance of three-year
renewable work permits upon registration with
them. Though the government accepted the
presence of these migrants and tried to regular-
ize them, granting certain rights, the general
attitude towards irregular migrants is that of
contempt and disdain. This is reflected in the
description of the irregular migrants at the web-
site of the Ministry of Interior that states that
they are "...burdening the country's already
strained socio-economic infrastructure, and
adding to the crime rate…"

In 1990, the United Nation's General Assembly
adopted the Convention on the Protection of the
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of
Their Families which covers both irregular
migrant workers and family members of
migrant workers for minimum degree of protec-

tion. The convention entered into force in 2003,
but Pakistan is yet to ratify it. The international
convention states: "...all migrants, irrespective of
their legal status, are entitled to a minimum
degree of protection."

It is always difficult to have exact number or reli-
able statistics of irregular migrants in the coun-
try due to its "clandestine" nature. The govern-
ment of Pakistan conducted census of Afghans,
the largest group of foreigners living in Pakistan,
in 2005. The census covered the whole country
with the exception of the Northern Areas. It
included the Afghans who arrived after
December 1979 and those who do not have the
Pakistani national identity card. Census found
3,049,268 Afghan individuals residing in
Pakistan in 2005. This includes irregular
migrants too. During 2005-09, 1,229,507
refugees were repatriated (EBDM, 2009). As per
the data of the UNHCR , registered Afghans are
approximately 1.8 million in 2009 and of which
1,015,200 are outside of the refugee camps
and do not directly receive material assistance
from the UNHCR. Since they are not receiving
any material assistance, they might be engaged
in some occupation in the country on the status
of refugee. Apart from these populations, there
might be movement of people which cannot be
counted by the existing system.  

The NARA estimates that there are 3.35 million
irregular immigrants in Pakistan and of which
2.5 million are residing in Karachi. Out of these
2.5 millions, about 1.8 million are of Bengali
origin, 200,000 are Burmese and 0.5 million are
Afghan origin.   It is the estimation based on
unknown sources. The last population census
carried out in 1998 did not include foreigners as
a target population,  or included partially  and
the available data does not allow grasping the
exact figure of the population of migrants by
nationality.

Generally it is perceived that biggest foreign
national population residing in Pakistan is those
from Afghanistan, followed by those from
Bangladesh and Burma, respectively. The exact
statistics of registered and irregular Afghans are
not available.  While most of Afghans are regard-
ed as refugees, those from Bangladesh are con-
sidered irregular economic migrants.  And for
the Burmese, the Government of Pakistan con-
siders them as refugees who shifted to Pakistan
with facilitation from the Pakistani government
because of their political persecution and for the
cause of Islam. 
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Other nationals who enter Pakistan through
irregular channels include those from Iran,
Somalia, Iraq, and India. These are counted as
only a few thousand people and seem to be
regarded as refugees. 

Karachi is thought to be home to more than half
of irregular migrants residing in Pakistan.  There
are certain localities where irregular migrant
populations are concentrated in.  Generally this
concentration is grouped by their place of origin,
like those who came from Chittagong/Dhaka,
Bangladesh, and Burma and so on. Nearly 30
communities or localities of migrants of
Bangladesh and Burma origin are found in
Karachi. 

According to the Collective for Social Science
Research (CSSR) study (2006), as much as 79.2
per cent of the sample populations of Bengali
and Burmese in Karachi were born in Pakistan.
There are perceptions within the Bengali
migrant communities that those who remained
in Pakistan are the ones with families who could
not easily return to their country of origin. After
the Bangladesh economy boomed, those who
were willing to go back have returned to their
place of origin. These statements correspond
with the outcome of the census of the CSSR
study. The majority of the remaining population
in Karachi is with families and with the passage
of time, the ratio of those who were born in
Pakistan has been increasing.

There is no chronological data of the migrants'
influx into Pakistan. The two studies show differ-
ent outcome with regards to the distribution of
migrants by ethnic groups and by year of arrival.

Grouping of years in the International
Organisation for Migration (IOM) study did not
allow data to show trend of migrants' inflow
clearly. If we look at trends from the first table,
the number of inflow is on the decline after the
peak of influx of migrants during 1978-89. This
also corresponds with the perception of the
migrants and host communities.

There is no demographic data of Bengali and
Burmese population available; hence the pro-
portion of male-female and age-group are not
clear. But if the data that 79.2 per cent of the
population were born in Pakistan are true, about
80 per cent of the Bengali and Burmese popula-

tion are below the age of 40. Large proportion of
the population is of working age. There is con-
siderable presence of children who are under
the age of schooling. And those who are of work-
ing age belong to reproductively active age
group, too.

The Bengali and Burmese migrants in Karachi
are said to be engaged in the fisheries, con-
struction and textile sectors, else are home-
based workers involved in carpet-weaving, ciga-
rette-making, embroidery or textile related
works.  They are also found in domestic service,
working as cooks, helpers and so on.

The occupation they took up varies in the locali-
ty they reside. Those who are residing close to
the coastline are engaged in fisheries. The local-
ities in proximity to industrial areas have
migrant workers labouring in textile ancillary
factories. Most women work at home as home-
based, piece rate workers while some of them
work outside. 

National Legislation
The Foreigners Act, 1946 provides overall legal
framework for foreigners in the country. A few
points related to irregular migrants are dis-
cussed below.

Illegal entry
There are laws to regulate irregular movement
of foreigners into and within the state. The
Foreigners Act 1946, Section 14 states that
"where any person knowingly enters in Pakistan
illegally, he shall be guilty of an offence under
this Act and shall be punished with imprison-
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Table 1: Distribution of migrants by ethnic
groups and year of arrival

Year Bengali Burmese All Migrants

Up to 1971 14.3% 20.0% 14.7%

1972-77 18.2% 27.5% 18.9%

1978-88 38.5% 37.5% 38.4%

1989-98 28.2% 15.0% 27.2%

1999-2005 0.8% - 0.8%
(Source: Gazdar H., Bux Mallah H. and Memon R, 2006)

Table 2: Distribution of migrants by ethnic
groups and year of arrival

Year Bangladesh Burma Others

Prior to 1970 36% 33% 9%

1971-79 29% 29% 70%

1980-2000 34% 38% 21%
(Source: International Organisation for Migration (IOM), 2004)



ment for a term which might be extended to ten
years and fine which may extend to ten thou-
sand rupees."

The Foreigners Order, 1951, Section 3 (2)
describes that "Leave to enter shall be refused if
the civil authority is satisfied that (a) the for-
eigner is not in possession of a passport or visa
valid for Pakistan or has not been exempted
from the possession of passport or visa."

Irregular migrants who enter Pakistan without
any documents or visa, therefore, come under
the allegation of entering a country without pos-
session of a passport or visa. A person who stays
in the country beyond the time stipulated by the
authority will be fined "overstay charges" fixed
by the Ministry of Interior. 

Employment of foreigners
The Foreigners Act 1951, Section 13B prohibits
employment of an illegal entrant.  "No one shall
knowingly employ or provide employment to a
person who has no permission to stay in
Pakistan." The violator is punished with impris-
onment for a term which may extend to three
years and shall also be liable to fine.

The law prohibits employment of an illegal
entrant and this might be applied as well to
those who were born in Pakistan but have not
acquired its citizenship. (See page 11 for provi-
sion of citizenship) 

While Section 13B of the Foreigners Act, 1952
prohibits the employment of illegal entrants,
Foreigners Order, 1951, Section 10 defines the
restrictions on employment. "No foreigner shall,
without the general or special permission in writ-
ing of the civil authority, enter any premises
relating to, or be employed in, or in connection
with (a) any undertaking for the supply to
Government or to the public of light, petroleum,
power or water, or (b) any other undertaking
which may be specified by the Federal
Government in this behalf."

The general visa policy allows migrant workers
to engage in certain occupations such as house
maids (principally employed by foreign diplo-
mats), NGOs, and employees or employers of pri-
vate companies  that invest in business to a cer-
tain degree. But there is no policy for issuing visa
to those who wish to engage in the informal sec-
tor: the sector otherwise open to irregular
migrant workers.

Assisting illegal entry of foreigners
The Section 13A of the Foreigners Act prohibits
assisting illegal entry of foreigners.  "No one
shall make or carry out arrangements for secur-
ing or facilitating the entry into Pakistan of any
one whom he knows or has reasonable cause
for believing to be an illegal entrant."
Those who assisted irregular migrants in enter-
ing into the country, therefore, fall under the vio-
lation of this section.

Citizenship
Bangladesh used to be a part of Pakistan till its
independence in 1971. Bangladeshis, therefore,
had been citizens of Pakistan till their independ-
ence. Some irregular migrants, then, argue that
they belong to Pakistan on the basis of the
sense of belonging to the country or the self-pro-
claimed fact of entering into Pakistan before
1971.  How the legislation defines the entitle-
ment of citizenship in this case?

The Pakistan Citizenship Act, 1951, Section 16B
drew the line for entitlement of the citizenship to
those who belonged to then East Pakistan,
Bangladesh. The entitlement is limited to those
who stayed in Pakistan before 1971. 

Those who entered the country after the  period
fixed by the Pakistani government will not enjoy
the entitlement of the citizenship unless they fall
under any other clause that entitles citizenship.
The Pakistan Citizenship Act, 1951, Section 4
defines citizenship by birth as "Every person
born in Pakistan after the commencement of
this Act shall be a citizen of Pakistan by birth."
According to law, Pakistan gives its citizenship
based on one's birth place.

Those who entered Pakistan without valid docu-
ments fall under the violation of the Section 14
of the Foreigners Act, while those who were born
in Pakistan might be given the right to obtain its
citizenship according to this clause, but the judi-
cial precedent interpreted this clause as "Person
born in Pakistan after the commencement of
Pakistan Citizenship Act, 1951 shall be a citizen
of Pakistan by descent if his father was a citizen
of Pakistan at the time of his birth." (Ahmed S
and Basit M.A., 2008)

Policy and Regulatory Framework
There was no concrete policy on irregular
migrant population and importing foreign work-
ers in the country till 2000.  In 2000, the
Pakistan government amended the Foreigners
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Act, 1952 by adding Section 14D relating to the
registration of illegal immigrants.  Based on this
amendment, the National Alien Registration
Authority (NARA) was established on 10 May
2004 to register any foreigners in Pakistan who
immediately before the commencement of the
Foreigners Act 1952 (Amendment 2000) name-
ly on July 10, 2000, and those who had no per-
mission to stay in Pakistan. The registration sys-
tem may benefit both the government and the
irregular migrants. On the one hand it enables
the government to grasp the data of irregular
migrants residing in the country as there had
been no mechanism for their registration in the
country before.  On the other hand, it enables
irregular migrants to obtain certain status for
staying in the country within certain legal frame-
work and with certain rights. Under this regula-
tion, irregular migrants are given a one year reg-
ularization status and are free from punishment
envisaged in the Foreigners Act, 1952, i.e. maxi-
mum 10 years imprisonment and 10,000
rupees fine.  With the application of work permit
which is valid for 3 years, the irregular migrants
are able to seek employment or do own busi-
ness, which is, otherwise, prohibited in Section
13B of the Pakistan Citizenship Act. Apart from
that, the registered migrants are given the fol-
lowing benefits:  a)they will be protected from
the inquiry of any government agency; b)they
can educate themselves and their children;
c)they can avail important utility facilities, e.g.
electricity, gas and telephone connections;
d)they can get car/vehicle registration and driv-
ing license; e)they can open their own bank
account, and, f)they can get their own mobile
phone connection. The limitation is that a regis-
tered alien does not have the right to shift and
settle in any city of Pakistan other than the one
indicated in his registration card without the per-
mission of the authorities. Also, s/he has no
right to vote and obtain a passport. 

Despite the benefits prescribed in the NARA
brochure, the number of registered irregular
migrants is approximately 10 per cent of the
estimated migrant population. 

Limited resources were cited by the NARA offi-
cials as a constraint to carry out effective public
relations about the NARA card and extension
services to register the targeted population.

Generally speaking, the irregular migrants have
not welcomed the introduction of the NARA card

because some of irregular migrants possess the
national identity cards (hereinafter called NIC)
through paying extra money to the government
officials via agents.  The status of the NARA card
holder certainly degrades the status of the per-
son previously holding NIC. There is distrust
among irregular migrants on the role of NARA
too.

Since 2001, the government has introduced the
computerized national identity card(hereinafter
called CNIC) which is valid for a fixed period.
According to the migrant communities, those
who hold old NIC had experienced no hardship to
renew their old card to the computerized card.
However, many face difficulties to renew their
CNIC at the time of this study since they could
not prove that they were residing in Pakistan
during 1971 to 1975.

Supposedly if fraudulent documentation is no
more of easy access to irregular migrants, it
might be the right time for the NARA to gain the
momentum to attract more irregular migrants to
get registered with them, while for the irregular
migrants, too, it is time to decide either to go for
the NARA registration or seek amnesty or citi-
zenship on the basis of their long presence in the
country.

International conventions
While Pakistan has introduced regularization of
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Table 3 Registration of Aliens
by NARA 2008

Registration activity Population registered
Total Work permits 925
Work permits issued 915
Renewal of Alien Registration Card 76,847
Renewal of Alien Registration Card issued 74,845
Total registration (including minors) 125,987
(Source: EBDM, 2009)

Table 4 Number of Registered irregular
migrants by nationality

Nationality Registered Registered Total
adults Dependents

Bangladesh 49,817 39,043 88,860
Afghanistan 8,087 8,664 16,751
Somalia 917 468 1,385
Nigeria 1,112 48 1,160
Burma 398 398 796
Total 59,933 48,621 108,952

(Source: Compiled from presentation of Facts & Figures relating
to Migration, Bureau of Emigration & Overseas employment.)



irregular migrants in the country in 2000, which
gives certain rights to them, there is need to look
into how the international convention defines
the rights of irregular migrants?

We also look at the rights of refugees briefly
since the Government of Pakistan recognized
Burmese Muslims as refugees. The international
conventions related to refugees define their
rights.

International Convention on the Protection of
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members
of Their Families (45/158 of 18 December
1990)

The 1990 International Convention on the
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers
and Members of Their Families (hereinafter
called ICRMW) constitutes the comprehensive
framework in international law for the protection
of the rights of migrant workers and members of
their families and for guidance of States on how
to develop labour migration policies while
respecting the rights of migrants (The
International Steering Committee for the
Campaign for Ratification of the Migrants Rights
Convention, 2003).  

One of the important points of the convention is
that it is addressed to all the migrant workers
irrespective of their legal status. Thus, basic
human rights are also protected for all the work-
ers including undocumented and irregular work-
ers under this convention.

Part III of this convention expresses the human
rights of all migrants workers irrespective of
their legal status including freedom of move-
ment (subject to restriction), right to life; fleeing
from torture; forced or compulsory labour; right
to freedom of thought; right to seek, receive and
impart information; fleeing from arbitrary or
unlawful interference on his or her privacy; arbi-
trarily deprived of property; right to liberty and
security of person; humane treatment of
accused migrant workers and their families;
equality before the courts and tribunals; prohibi-
tion of confiscation of identity documents; rights
at the time of expulsion; rights to have recourse
to the protection and assistance of the consular
or diplomatic authorities of their State of origin;
equality of employment; rights to organize trade
unions and other associations; equal social
security; right to receive any medical care
urgently required; right of a child to be named,
registered, and have nationality; right of a child

to have access to education; respect for cultural
identity; rights to transfer their earnings and sav-
ings at the time of departure; rights to be
informed their rights arising out of the present
convention and rights and obligations under the
law and practice of the State' respect for the
laws and regulations of the Sate.  However, the
convention does not include implication for reg-
ularization of non-documented migrant workers.

As of 2009 October, 42 countries ratified but
most of the receiving countries of migrant work-
ers have not ratified the convention. Pakistan
has not been either signatory to or ratified the
said Convention as of December 2009.

Though Pakistan has not ratified the said
Convention, we try to look into the current status
of migrant workers with reference to the follow-
ing articles which can be closely related with the
current situation of migrant workers in Karachi
for the discussion.

Article  25:  Equality  of  the  employment
Article 25 expresses the equality of the employ-
ment irrespective of their legal status.  Migrant
workers shall enjoy same treatment as nationals
enjoy in respect of remuneration, overtime,
hours of work, weekly rest, holidays with pay,
safety, health, termination of the employment
relationship, minimum age of employment,
restriction on home work and so on. 

Article  26: Right  to  participate  in  trade  union
Article 26 ensures migrant workers' right to join
and seek the aid of any trade union.

Article  27:  Grant  of  social  security
Article 27 mentions the same treatment granted
to nationals with respect to social security for
migrant workers.

Article  28: Access  to  emergency  medical  care
Article 28 states that migrant workers and
members of their families shall have the right to
receive any medical care that is urgently
required for the preservation of their life or the
avoidance of irreparable harm to their health.

Article  29:  Migrants'  Children's  Right  to  be
named  and  registered
Article 29 mentions that each child of a migrant
worker shall have the right to a name, to regis-
tration of birth and to a nationality.

Article  30:  Migrants'  children's  right  to  access  to
education  
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Article 30 ensures the children's right of access
to education. It states that "Each child of a
migrant worker shall have the basic right of
access to education on the basis of equality of
treatment with nationals of the State concerned.
Access to public pre-school educational institu-
tions or schools shall not be refused or limited by
reason of the irregular situation with respect to
stay or employment of either parent or by reason
of the irregularity of the child's stay in the State
of employment".

Article 33: Right to information
Article 33 states the right to be informed by the
State of origin, the State of employment or the
State of transit about their rights arising out of
the convention and rights and obligations under
the law and practice of the State concerned.

Convention  relating  to  the  Status  of  Refugees
(429(v)  of  14  December  1950)
The ICRMW excludes its application to refugees
and stateless persons, but the 1951 Convention
relating to the Status of Refugees covers rights
of refugees and stateless persons.

Pakistan has not ratified the convention relating
to the Status of Refugees, though hosting about
1.8 million Afghans in the countries. Non-Afghan
refugees recognized by the UNHCR include those
from Somalia, Iraq and Iran, who are granted the
right to work under the NARA registration with
the facilitation of the UNHCR.   The Burmese
Muslims are referred as refugees in the leaflet of
NARA which mentions: "These people have been
considered as refugees because the
Government of Pakistan hasn't granted them
Pakistani nationality at any stage". Pakistan has
not ratified the Convention but the said
Convention states the right to engage in wage-
earning employment, right to receive public edu-
cation, and facilitation of naturalization process
of the refugees. 

End  Notes

1 Human Development Report 2009, UNDP
2 Human Development Report 2009, UNDP
3 According to NARA leaflet
4 According to UN Migrant Workers Convention, Article
2 (1), but no universally accepted definition
5http://www.unhcr.org/cgi_bin/texis/vtx/pag?page=
49e487016
6 EBDM, 2009 and interview with NARA officials
7 Interview with Population Census Organization offi-
cials
8 Gazdar H, 2008
9 NARA leaflet and Gazdar H., Bux Mallah H. and

Memon R., 2006
10 http://www.refugees.org World Refugee Survey
2004 Country Report
11 Interview with NARA officials
12 Source from a migrant community member. In
NARA leaflet it is mentioned that there were 102
Bengali slums in Karachi.
13 http://www.pakistan.gov.pk
14 NARA leaflet and interview with NARA officials
15 Interview with NARA officials
16 http://www.refugees.org World Refugee Survey
2004 Country Report
17 Stated by the migrants in Orangi town, Karachi
18 "Saudis don't want Burmese as nationals" Daily
Times, June 19, 2006
19 Katra net is fixed surrounding the area of
fish/shrimp population.  When taken out it collects
the whole fish/shrimp population, along with the juve-
nile fish, while sweeping the whole ground.  Katra net
was introduced about 50 to 60 years ago.  See WWF
Pakistan 2005
20 Interviewed boat owner even shared his experience
that he had travelled up to Bangladesh when one of
his crew, Bengali fisherman lost his life. He brought
his savings to their survived family in Bangladesh.
21 Quoted by an interviewed migrant. Monthly salary
cannot simply be calculated since work is not always
available in whole month.
22 Dawn dated Nov. 21, 2009 reported that issuance of
CNIC for 15,000 cases of Machhar Colony residents
pending at the NADRA offices were expedited after
the meeting with MNA whose constituency includes
Machhar colony.  Machhar colony is known as irregu-
lar migrants' community.
23 As for the case of Arakan Muslims, this recommen-
dation would not be applied since they were political-
ly persecuted.
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Bangladesh independence
On 16th December 1971, East Pakistan became
Bangladesh.  Based on the New Delhi
Agreement, repatriation accord between
Pakistan, Bangladesh and India, in 1973 and
1974, some 116,000 Bengali-speaking residing
in Pakistan repatriated to Bangladesh (UNHCR,
2000). Some of the current migrants claimed
that they had been residing in the territory of
now Pakistan before 1971 but could not afford
to go back to Bangladesh at that time and even
could not follow the necessary procedure
required for the repatriation at the time of 1973
and 1974 since they were illiterate.  In 1978, the
Pakistani government promulgated the
Pakistan Citizenship (Amendment) Ordinance
1978 by adding section 16A: "certain persons to
lose and others to retain citizenship".  In that it
was decided that "(1)All persons who at any
time before 16 day of December 1971, were cit-
izens of Pakistan domiciled in the territories
which before said day constituted the Province
of East Pakistan and who: (i)were residing in
those territories on that day and are residing
therein since that day voluntarily or otherwise
shall cease to be citizens of Pakistan: and
(iii)were residing in Pakistan on that day and are
voluntarily residing therein since that day shall
continue to be citizens of Pakistan;"  Therefore,
if those who claimed that they had been residing
in Pakistan before 1971 may fall under the cat-
egory of (iii) and proved to be a citizen of
Pakistan but the question is if they have evi-
dence of proof or not. The authority requested
the migrants to give the proof of evidence that
they were residing in Pakistan from 1971 to
1975.

Facilitation by the state
Burmese Muslim migration towards Pakistan is
reported to have started some time in early
1960s (Gazdar H., Bux Mallah H. and Memon R.,
2006), at the time of Ayub Khan's era.  The

Arakan Muslims known as Rohingya claimed
that persecution by the Burmese government
started towards the end of World War II and with-
drawal of the Japanese Army from Burma, i.e. in
1942. In late 1950s, there was conspiracy of
fomentation of separatist tendencies among the
Arakan Muslims, which is believed to have
involvement of the Pakistani government
(Morshed, 2001). This might be the reason for
allowing Arakan Muslims to stay in the then East
Pakistan and move to the then West Pakistan on
the basis of religion at the time of Ayub Khan's
era. 

It is reported that in the early 1970s the Muslim
World League had obtained permission from
Saudi Arabia to allow Burmese Muslims fleeing
from religious persecution in their country to set-
tle in Saudi Arabia. The Saudi government had
told them to procure passports of any country to
facilitate their stay in the Saudi Arabia. In 1986,
Burmese Muslims residing in Saudi Arabia
approached Pakistan government and the then
president General Zia ul Haq had agreed to help.
In 1978, there was exodus of 300,000 people
from Arakan to Bangladesh caused by the Army
operation for which repatriation operation got
moral and material support from the Islamic
countries including Saudi Arabia (Morshed,
2001). It can be guessed all these environments
facilitated the steady flood of Arakan Muslims
into Karachi in 1970s and 1980s.

There was another massive exodus of Arakan
Muslims in 1991 and 1992 from Burma to
Bangladesh but there was decline of inflow of
Burmese Muslims into Karachi after 1988. It is
said that the Arab and Islamic countries were
much more reticent in regard to the exodus of
Arakan Muslims in the 1990s compared to
1978 (Morshed, 2001).  This shows that perse-
cution at the country of origin is not the only rea-
son for Burmese Muslim migrants to come to
Karachi but the pull factor, i.e. state facilitation
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played a big role to bring migrants from Burma
to settle in Karachi.

Economic migration
Most of the migrants cited extreme economic
vulnerability in their original place as the reason
for migration. Those who are Arakan Muslims
also mentioned difficulties making their ends
meet due to political persecution of the govern-
ment as a reason for migration.  Economic com-
pulsions were the apparent push factor for irreg-
ular migrants to migrate to Karachi, Pakistan.

There is perception in the Bangladesh communi-
ties that the Pakistani economy was better than
Bangladesh in 1980s.That was the pull factor for
Bangladeshi workers to come to Pakistan.
Employers of textile sector recalled that in
1980s many workers from Bangladesh were
working in textile factories in Karachi. They were
preferred by the employers because they com-
plained less and kept working for the same fac-
tory. Since wages of textile factories  were com-
paratively low at that time, turnover of Pakistani
workers was high. The employer preferred
Bengali workers due to this docility.  There is no
specific administrative guidance from the gov-
ernment for hiring or not hiring those people
according to the employers.

As for the fisheries sectors, a boat owner
recalled that many Bengali fishermen had been
seen from 1986 to 2001. The introduction of
heavy katra net  which requires manpower and
demanding work facilitated the induction of
numbers of Bengali fishermen according to him.
That might be a chance factor for inducting num-
bers of Bengali fishermen, but it was not evident
that the fisheries sectors experienced shortage
of crew members during that time.

It seems that after 1990s the economic pull fac-
tor was lost. It is reported that those who earlier
remitted money from Pakistan to Bangladesh,
are now sometime receiving remittance from
Bangladesh. Many of single migrants have either
returned to their home or they have proceeded
to other destinations for better earning.
Pakistan, at the point of 2009-10 was not an
attractive place for new migrants to make
money.

Chain migration
Many of the migrants mentioned that they had
relatives in Karachi prior to their migration.  It is
said that there is much evidence that little irreg-
ular movement can occur without information,

advice, encouragement and support of the fam-
ily and friends (Battistella, 2008). Though most
of the families reported they did not receive any
monetary or material support at the time of
migrating from their original place to Karachi,
information or presence of their relatives appar-
ently played a role to facilitate migration to
Karachi.

Many of those who came to Karachi from
Bangladesh in the 1970s and 1980s were found
to be from places such as Cox Bazaar and
Teknaf which were very close to the Arakan state
of Burma. They are in close proximity in terms of
distance and ethnic background. Many Arakan
Muslims also resided in the same area of
Bangladesh for certain years. It might be hypoth-
esized that the initial flow of Arakan Muslims
from Burma to Karachi caused the next flow of
the people from Bangladesh especially from Cox
Bazaar and Teknaf area.  This might be the rea-
son why people from Cox Bazaar and Teknaf
area can be found in large numbers in Karachi. 

Smuggling and trafficking
With the passage of time, more structured route
for bringing people from Bangladesh to Pakistan
may have been established by migrant brokers
and immigration officials, which includes smug-
gling of Pakistani passports out of the country to
bring foreign nationals bearing on them fake
exit stamps to enter Pakistan, issuance of fake
NICs with the connivance of registration offices
by the illegal entrants, issuance of authentic
passports based on the fake NICs, bogus police
verification or fake repatriation certificates. The
smuggling of blank passports had been reported
since 1993. These passports were forged and
altered for the usage of human smuggling from
Bangladesh.  Fake NICs and passports were
issued through bribery (Immigration and
Refugee Board of Canada, 2000).

In 2000, the Pakistani government decided
formed the National Database Registration
Authority (NADRA) and introduced new machine-
readable computerized passports to eliminate
fraudulent NICs and passports. New CNIC is valid
for a fixed period while old identity card was a
one time card. However, migrant communities
reported some ambiguity regarding issuance of
CNICs. These were issued arbitrarily on the basis
of corruption or illegitimate political decisions,
according to them.

According to the migrant community, after 1989
potential migrants intended to come to Karachi
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for the purpose of travelling to other places than
Pakistan. It is reported that the established
international networks were existing to bring
people not only from Bangladesh but also from
some other countries to take them to other des-
tinations such as Europe. These people are
potential migrants who might spend a certain
amount of time in Karachi for earning the
required fee for travelling or remain here due to
failure to reach their destinations.

MMiiggrraanntt  WWoorrkkeerrss  IInn
TThhee  FFiisshheerriieess  SSeeccttoorr
Fisheries Sector Overview
The fisheries sector in Pakistan - inland and
marine - cover rivers and their tributaries, canal
irrigation system, natural lakes, storage reser-
voirs, small and large size ponds, coastal and
deep sea fishing. Karachi has two main sites for
fish landing; one is Karachi fish harbour in the
Kemari Town and Ibrahim Hyderi, and the Bin
Qasim Town where a large numbers of boats are
anchoring at nine jetties. Fishing sector is
regarded as a part of agricultural sector in
Pakistan where no coverage of labour laws
exists.  

The distribution of remuneration is based on
'Patti' system, in which various stakeholders are
paid profit according to the share prescribed for
each stakeholder. The stakeholders include the
boat owner, captain, engine operator, recruiting
agent, steersman and crew members. The crew
can borrow money from the captain or the
recruiting agent for their personal usage. The
small amount of loan taken by crews usually
does not have any interest. They are repaid by
deducting any amount of loan based on mutual
consent from crew's remuneration. At the time
of injury or loss of life of crew, the captain usu-
ally extends his assistance to them and their
family. It is an informal and traditional type of
social security system.

Shrimp-peeling business found in Korangi area
is a small cottage industry run by families.
Under a small shed, the owner of the shed first
purchases a bulk of unsorted shrimps.  These
shrimps are sorted by respective size and peeled
at the shelter by daily wage workers. After that,
peeled shrimps are sold either to companies or
independent businessmen. This business is
almost dying in the area since the big factories
exporting shrimps began to undertake this
process at their factories in West Wharf, Karachi
Port area, and catch of shrimps have been con-

tinuously decreasing, as well. There is little
demand for this business now. The peeling job is
a seasonal work. For five to six months when
shrimps are available, the shed is operative.  In
one shed 25 to 30 workers, all women, engage
in peeling. The workers come to the shed in the
morning and the owner hires workers according
to the catch available for the day. The wages
depend on the shed and the size of the shrimps.
The owner of one such shed shared that he paid
35 Rs per 6kg of shrimps.  Workers can peel six
baskets of 6kg shrimps and could earn Rs. 210
per day.  However, due to small catch, they usu-
ally peel only 6kg per day. Hence the earnings
are extremely low and the most disadvantaged,
including children and aged women, are
involved in this job.

Profile of Migrant Workers in the
Fisheries Sector
There are two areas where many migrants are
engaged in fisheries. One is close to the Karachi
Fish Harbour, the other is close to the Ibrahim
Hyderi jetties. It is said that the majority of these
communities are from either Burma or
Chittagong and Cox Bazaar, Teknaf area of
Bangladesh. Proximity of the fishing sites and
migrant communities and the ethnic network
might be the reason for migrants to enter the
fisheries sector as a means for livelihood in
Karachi. Those who work for fisheries were not
necessarily involved in fishing in their original
place. Most of them were engaged in farming at
their original place and had no experience in
fishing.

A local boat-owner stated that it was during
1986 to 2001 when many Bengali/Burmese
fishermen were seen in Ibahim Hyderi, though
interviews with migrants found many had
migrated earlier and joined the sector for a liv-
ing. It could be supply of labour from the pool of
irregular migrant communities that was conve-
niently utilized by employers. One respondent
shares that:

"I was allowed to stay in the empty land of the
local sea load. Later, I purchased a plot with the
facilitation of a carpet-weaving middleman who
lent me money in exchange of engaging my chil-
dren in carpet-weaving at home."  (Burmese
male migrant working as fishermen)

The employer or middlemen did not initiate and
guide the influx of irregular migrants but they did
play a role of facilitation of continuous stay of
irregular migrants in the area.  The aforesaid
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boat owner recalled:

"It was in 1979 when heavy katra net was intro-
duced for catching trash fish. Local people did
not prefer this work which was very demanding,
thus available single irregular migrants who had
no other option were recruited as boat crew
members." (Boat owner at Ibrahim Hyderi)

The informal and demanding job as a crew was
entry point into the local labour market for irreg-
ular migrants, but it seems they did not always
stay in the same stratum of labour market in the
fisheries sector. After spending years in this sec-
tor, some moved on to have their own boats and
big launch. Many small boats which accommo-
date two to three crew members are owned by
irregular migrants. As a crew member, they
receive share of catch according to the pre-
scribed distribution rate. As a boat owner, they
receive half share of the catch. The traditional
distribution of remuneration was followed by all
fishermen irrespective of their place of origin
and legal status.  As a crew, they earn Rs. 2,000
- Rs. 4,000 per week. As a boat-owner they could
earn approximately Rs. 5,000 per trip. Days of
working are approximately 20 per month: four
days off and no fishing from 10th to 17th days of
moon since it is too bright to catch fish in the
night, plus the weather is unsuitable. Thus,
income is not stable.  

Pakistan is experiencing huge decline of fish
stock due to environmental threats to marine
and inland body and due to over-fishing, hence
diminishing catch. On the other hand, the rates
of fish have increased over the time. Thus their
income has remained the same despite the
decrease in catch.  Nevertheless, inflationary
prices of daily commodities in recent years have
impacted their lives adversely.  

Women migrant workers, who make a living
from shrimp-peeling belong to an extremely vul-
nerable group. One woman, when interviewed
for the study, recounted:

"My husband went blind six years ago and he
could not work since then. I was working for a
fish processing factory and earning Rs. 4,000
per month. After I was fired by the factory, I
worked as a domestic maid but I became ill and
could not work there any more. If shrimp-peeling
is available, I work for 6-7 hours but could earn
only Rs.20 to 30 in a day. I have no skills such as
sewing."

Migrant Workers in Textile and
Ancillary Sector
Workers rights are described in the various acts
including the Factories Act, 1934; the West
Pakistan Standing Ordinance, 1968; the
Industrial Relations Ordinance, 1969; the
Employees Social Security Ordinance 1965; and
the Employee Old-age Benefits Ordinance, 1976.
According to those legislations, working time is
defined as 48 hours per week and 8 hours per
day. One weekly holiday is compulsory; 14 days
annual holidays, 10 days casual leaves, 16 days
sick leaves and festival holidays are defined as
holiday with pay.  Double rates for over-time
wages are stipulated. Termination of service
requires one month advance notice in case of
permanent employment and in lieu of notice,
one month's wages is paid to the employee. The
Industrial Relations Ordinance stipulates the
right to association, i.e. forming trade unions.
The Employees Old-age Benefits Ordinance
defines the provision of pensions whereas the
Social Security Ordinance introduces a scheme
of social security for providing benefits to work-
ers or their dependents in the event of sickness,
maternity, employment injury or death related to
employment.

Though rights for workers are properly stipulated
in the law, violation and non-compliance is the
main issue. The applicability of ordinance is
based on the number of employees, and
employers tend to report less than actual num-
ber of employees to escape law.  Contract work-
ers are included in the definition of workers,
therefore, in principal, they are covered by the
same ordinances. However, besides under-
reporting, applicability of ordinances, which
varies from 5 to 20 numbers of employees as
minimum number of employees, has ambiguity
in terms of definition of establishment.  "…
employer could have more than one establish-
ment. Expression 'establishment' could include
not whole of the establishments of an employer,
but each of them individually. Where number of
workers in each establishment was less than
twenty, establishments could not by any stretch
of imagination be joined together for the pur-
pose of showing number of workers to be more
than twenty." (Rashid M J., 2008) It is, therefore,
deemed that ordinances are not applicable to
contract workers, which can be counted sepa-
rately and counted less than 5 or 20 numbers of
a group of people employed.  It is said that
majority of workforce in the textile and the ancil-
lary textile industry is comprised of contract
workers who are not enjoying rights and privi-
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leges as workers.

After the end of the quota system, the textile
industry in Pakistan is going through tough com-
petition and remains under pressure.

Profile of migrant workers in the
textile sector
The respondents perceived that 40 per cent of
the contract workers in the textile sector were
from Bangladesh while very few Bengali
migrants were found among salary-based regis-
tered workers because most of them do not pos-
sess NIC required by an employer for employing
registered workers. Both migrants and employ-
ers perceived that employers preferred Bengali
migrants because they are obedient, complain
less about low wages and have experience in
this field. The PILER Survey (2009) on 500
women garment workers in Karachi found that
Bengali women were receiving the highest
salary compared to other ethnic groups. The
employer's statements were supported by the
data. The migrant workers might be highly
skilled and working for longer hours, thus earn-
ing more.  

According to the interviews conducted for this
study, earnings vary, ranging from Rs.3,000 per
week  to Rs. 8,000 to 10,000 per month.
Change of workplace, factory and contractor are
quite common. Migrant workers frequently
change their place of work based on the avail-
ability of work and a piece rate paid to them.
Work subcontracted to contractors is based on
the order received. Production schedule is
bound by the shipment schedule of the order
received and the contractors tend to give unreal-
istic targets thus requiring long hours from work-
ers. However, once a target is achieved for ship-
ment, there is a time gap till the next order
comes. Since the workers earn wages based on
piece rate, they shift to next workplace for sur-
vival. As a piece rate contract worker, working
hours last 14 to 16 hours a day, exceeding the
stipulated working hours. Piece rate given from
the employer to the contractor include the share
of contractor and the rate for rejection, thus the
share of workers is less than the rate given by
the employer.  Even so, some workers prefer to
work as a contract worker.  

"I prefer to work as a piece rate worker because
I am used to working as a contract worker. I
think the person who works on a contract basis
is skilled or professional worker. When you work
as a registered, monthly salary-based worker,

the salary is comparatively low." (Burmese origin
Karachi-born male migrant working in garment
factory)

Some migrant workers attributed the overall
decline of work in the sector to recession and
the post quota regime, therefore they have start-
ed considering taking up salary-based work for
job security if they possess the NIC. Social secu-
rity scheme could be one of the attracting fac-
tors for them to enter salary-based jobs, but this
is applicable only to large factories according to
the migrant workers.

The ICRMW and Issues
Issues related to remunerated activity

ICRMW, Article 25 (Equality of
employment)
ICRMW, Article 26 (Rights to participate in
the trade union)
ICRMW, Article 27 (Grant of social
security)

Though Pakistan has not ratified the ICRMW, as
far as Article 25 of the Convention is concerned,
all the respondents stated that they did not face
any discrimination due to ethnicity and legal sta-
tus, which includes remuneration, overtime,
hours of work, weekly rest, holidays with pay,
safety, health, termination of the employment
relationship, and minimum age of employment.
But are they enjoying benefits from this treat-
ment?  The answer is "No".

As in other countries, the entry point into the
local labour market for irregular migrants in
Pakistan is the so-called "3D" (dirty, demanding
and dangerous) work. The 3D work falls in the
informal sector which is less protected and less
paid be it nationals or immigrants.  In the case
of the textile sector, many migrant workers are
engaged as contract workers and experience
similar issues as those of nationals, i.e. long
working hours, job insecurity, and lack of social
security. As for the fisheries sector, labour laws
do not cover it and irregular migrants work under
similar conditions as nationals. However, they
were sometimes preferred by the employer
because they were obedient, less complaining,
and available for 24 hours. Their concentration
in the informal sector due to their legal status
places them in a more vulnerable position.

Is their vulnerability protected through the enti-
tlement of rights to participate in the trade
union? There are collective struggles of informal
workers in some sectors, such as the fisheries,
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agriculture, textile, initiated by themselves to
bring about a change in their working conditions,
yet as far as migrant workers are concerned, no
respondents were found to be a member of
trade unions nor showed interest in being part of
it. 

"There is no trade union in a small factory. The
factory owner does not like it." (Burmese Origin
Karachi Born Contract Worker in a garment fac-
tory)

"If someone is working in a production depart-
ment (i.e. contract worker), they usually do not
get information about trade unions. I myself
don't know about it." (Burmese origin Karachi-
born salary-based worker in a garment factory)

"I heard from my friend about trade union, but
you cannot make this kind of organization with-
out support from any political party or influential
figures." (Bengali/Burmese origin Karachi-born
contract worker in a garment factory).

"They (organization of fishers) are not interested
in Bengali fishermen and we could not join them
either." (Bangladesh-origin fisherman)

"I do not know much about their organization
(fishers' organization) and am not interested in it
since it is the captain who extends assistance to
us at the time of need." (Bangladesh-origin fish-
erman)

"We are just an employee. What we can do?
Though we have problems, we cannot negotiate
with employer. (Burmese-origin, Karachi-born
Contractor working in garment factory for the
last 20 years)

Unfortunately though migrants are considered to
be part of the proper system at the work place
and receive equal treatment, they have not been
a part of trade unions as far as respondents of
this study are concerned; though Article 26 of
the ICRMW enshrines migrant workers' right to
join and seek aid of any trade union.

The state of social security also reflects on
migrants' unequal terms and conditions of work.

"Though working as a registered salary-based
worker, social security card is not provided in the
case of small factories." (Bengali-origin, Karachi-
born Contract Worker of a garment factory)

Migrants perceived that 40 per cent of the con-

tract workers in the textile sector are
Bengali/Burmese but few people found salary-
based registered workers because not all people
have NIC required to be recruited for registered
workers. Registration of workers is required for
granting social security, thus, in principle, irregu-
lar migrants are not entitled to receive social
security.

Issues related to health
Article 28 of the ICRMW only assures the rights
of access to emergency medical care.  In
Pakistan, weak state system of social service
delivery, including medical care, compels almost
all and sundry to rely on private healthcare serv-
ice delivery.  Social services, thus, sometimes
are beyond the reach of even nationals who
belong to low economic strata. However, injury
and sickness can impact migrant workers' lives
rather more adversely.

"A contract worker is more vulnerable. The
salary-based workers get some compensation
for minor injuries, but if it is too serious, they
lose their job. When somebody gets injured, the
contractor pays small amount such as Rs. 200
for the initial treatment to save face, but they
may not part with any big amount of money for
the worker's treatment. When somebody dies,
the company pays some amount, again for face
saving. When somebody falls ill, they do not
pay." (Burmese origin, Karachi-born Worker of a
garment factory)

"Working in a seafood factory makes you prone
to illness. It is very cold in the factory." (Bengali
woman used to work in a processing factory)

"I had severe pain at my breast and went to see
a doctor. He told me to go to a big hospital but I
have not been able to visit the hospital till now. I
need Rs.500 to go to a big hospital. I do not have
enough money." (Burmese woman helping her
husband in cleaning and selling rice). 

"When I become sick, I had to stop working as a
maid." (Bengali woman)

There is no mechanism to support those who
are afflicted with injury or sickness.

Issues related to rights of children
Article 29 (Migrants' children rights to be
named and registered)
Article 30 (Migrants' children's right to 
access to education)
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It is reported that as much as 80 per cent of the
population of the current irregular migrant com-
munities was born in Pakistan (Gazdar H., Bux
Mallah H. and Memon R., 2006). Article 29 of
the ICRMW states the migrants' children's right
to be named and registered and Article 30 men-
tions the migrants' children's right to access to
education.  The Pakistani Citizenship Act, 1951
itself has given the citizenship by birth. As the
Act states, "Every person born in Pakistan after
the commencement of this Act shall be a citizen
of Pakistan by birth." However, the judicial
precedent interpreted that this was by descent,
that is, provided that the father of the children
was citizen of Pakistan at the time of children's
birth. When asked how the practice was being
followed, some respondents reported that they
registered their children's birth in the B-form in
Pakistan, including even those who were not
born in Pakistan. These statements need to be
interpreted with caution and need further inves-
tigation since it is not proved if they have really
registered children's birth. The reason cited by
those who did not have their children registered
was that they did not have the money to pay for
it (either to agents or to government officials).
Since they do not possess documents of the
country of origin either, it can be assumed that
they rarely register their children's birth to the
consular authorities of their country of origin.
Unless they register their children's birth to any
of the states, the children remain a kind of state-
less population.

One of the respondents estimated that around
50 per cent of teenage population of the
migrant community is engaged in some kind of
work and the rest of the teenage population is in
the school system.  An estimated 25 per cent
are in regular schools while 75 per cent  are in
madrassahs. It was not possible to have exact
percentage of the educational attainments of
the migrants' children but the general impres-
sion was that a high percentage of migrants'
children were attending Madrassahs instead of
regular schools. Possible reasons mentioned by
the respondents were: 1)many of migrant fami-
lies cannot afford to pay school fees required for
regular schooling and opt for madrassahs which
do not charge any fees or charge small amount
of fees; 2)some madrassahs charge higher than
regular schools and even parents would like to
send their children to regular schooling, they
could not do it because they require either the
CNIC or the B-form to have children accepted in
the schools; 3) there is no role model in the com-
munity that proves that education will lead them

to a better life. That might be one reason why
parents do not place importance on regular
schooling. The NARA registration gives regis-
tered irregular migrants the rights to access to
basic education, but this facility/right was not as
such perceived or appreciated by the migrant
communities.  

One migrant respondent recalled;
"In exchange of providing child labour for carpet-
weaving, the small plot of the vacant land was
allotted for their residence. This was the reason
why many children did not go to school in the
past." (Bengali-origin, Karachi-born male
migrant)

However, carpet-weaving gradually disappeared
from the communities in the mid 1990s.  It was,
therefore, not the reason for children not attend-
ing school at present.

Though many reported the use of mother tongue
(Bengali) at home, no respondent had shown
interest in learning or teaching to read and write
in Bengali language. Thus, children are inducted
in the Pakistani educational system and assimi-
lated into Pakistani society as Pakistanis.

To some extent, irregular migrants have access
to basic education and mainstreaming them is
more or less dependent on aspirations for social
mobility among each family.

Issues related to liberty and
security
Article 16 of the ICRMW includes the state's obli-
gation to protect migrant workers and members
of their families against violence, physical injury,
threats and intimidation.  Article 14 mentions
migrant workers shall not be subjected to arbi-
trary or unlawful interference with their privacy,
family, home, correspondence or other commu-
nications or to unlawful attacks upon their hon-
our or reputation.

The issues highlighted by migrant communities
were not harassment by employers but by law
enforcement agencies. Due process of law at the
time of investigations, arrests and detentions
needs to be ensured for all migrant workers
(Articles 16-20). Usually, irregular migrants'
encounter with law enforcement agencies
involves payment of bribes for release/freedom.
The procedures of arrests and detentions were
beyond the scope of this study and have not
been examined, but further study might be
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needed.

It can be said that the communities are
harassed or exploited by the political parties as
well. The demographic weight of the
Bengali/Burmese communities can be the moti-
vation for political parties to approach the com-
munities during times of elections with unful-
filled promise of the provision of citizenship.
Generally, strict measures (such as raids) have
not been conducted on irregular migrants. They
are not arrested nor deported followed by strict
rules. Ambiguous status of irregular migrants
allows law enforcement agencies or political
parties to take advantage of their vulnerability.
Two  councillors were elected from migrant com-
munities in the last local bodies elections.
Nevertheless, one of respondents feels that this
would not help his community for better future
but he considers it as one of the tools for politi-
cal mobilization of the migrant communities.

Issues of integration,
social mobility
It was estimated that 80 per cent of the migrant
community members were born or/and brought
up in Karachi. Those who were born or brought
up in Pakistan regard themselves as Pakistanis.
The issues mostly highlighted by the migrant
communities were issuance of CNIC and pass-
port. The Citizenship Act, 1951 under Section
16A draws a line of recognition as citizen of
Pakistan if they were in Pakistan before 1975.
Therefore, in fact, if any person arrives after the
said year, she/he has no recourse to claim
her/his citizenship. However, the enforcement of
the law is weak and much depends on the
amount of bribe migrants pay for it, according to
respondents. As described earlier, many fraudu-
lent NICs and passports were issued through
bribery. At the same time, even those who come
under the citizenship entitled category, find
themselves struggling with lack of documents to
present evidence of residence to the concerned
authorities. The registration of NARA is sup-
posed to give amnesty to those who do not have
legal status in the country but ironically the arbi-
trary enforcement of law does not allow the
migrant community to have a sense of security
and gives the impression that the NARA regis-
tration would degrade their status in the country.
One of respondents was of the opinion that
NARA registration was good for single migrants
but not for those with families. With NARA regis-
tration, single migrants whose principal motive
is earning money can at least fulfil their purpose,
i.e. finding a job. However, it is not good for those

with families who will face multiple needs for liv-
ing.

Given the fact that they have been living in
Karachi for the last 20 or 30 years and majority
of them were brought up or born in Karachi, the
communities or individuals were almost com-
pletely integrated in the local society. If he/she
is not migrated himself/herself, they regard
themselves as Pakistani but not as Bangladeshi
or Burmese. Some are not even interested in
their parents' original place and has no desire to
visit that place, either.

"I want to visit Bangladesh once just out of
curiosity, but not for the purpose of staying
there. I was brought up in Karachi and will con-
tinue to live here." (Bangladeshi-origin female
migrant who migrated at the age of 3)

"I never think about Burma and Bangladesh
because I have no one I know there. I am inter-
ested in going either to Dubai or Saudi Arabia
where my relatives are living."
(Burma/Bangladesh origin Karachi-born male
whose parents spent many years in Saudi Arabia
before migrating to Karachi)

As far as language is concerned, use of Urdu is
widely adopted by migrant communities, fami-
lies and individuals. Even for education, though
majority is studying at madrassahs, communi-
ties do not opt for educating their children by the
way that inherits their cultural values and norms
and their languages.

Then, can we say they are completely adapted
to, or integrated into Pakistani society?  One of
respondents shared that if they confine them-
selves within lower strata of the host country, i.e.
Pakistan, they may not face many issues.
However, once they wish to have ambition in the
host county, their social mobility will be limited.
When they want to work for multinational com-
panies or study further in higher education insti-
tutions, there is stigma on "Bengali" speaking
people even though they have proper legal sta-
tus.

Provided that they continue to stay in the exist-
ing legal status and laws addressing migrant
communities are not properly implemented, the
migrant groups  residing in Pakistan would con-
tinue to be taken advantage of for their vulnera-
bility, especially by law enforcement agencies
and political parties. Their integration into the
society may go further, but their vulnerability or
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insecurity may remain.

On the other hand, for the case of migrants with
legal documents but having same kind of migra-
tory history, some do make effective use of the
transnational nature of networks of their fami-
lies to obtain upward social mobility. There is evi-
dence of movement of migrant families and
descendants not only from their place of origin
but from and to the third countries as well.
Money earned in the third countries had some-
times been invested in Pakistan in the form of
property or in business.  This adds another
dimension to the migrant communities' interac-
tion with the host societies which cannot be
grasped by the traditional stereotypes of
migrants .  The changing characteristics of
migrant communities need to be captured from
time to time.

Issues of female-headed
household
Both Burmese and Bangladeshi women are con-
sidered to be less mobile. They, therefore, tend
to be engaged in home-based work rather than
working outside such as in factories.  Female
labour participation rates of irregular migrant
communities are not captured by official data
but perceived to be low by the community mem-
bers. Interviews of female workers revealed that
those who were working outside tend to be
either from female-headed households or
belonged to disparately economically disadvan-
taged group.

"My husband went blind six years ago and could
not work. I became ill, too.  Sometimes I could
earn Rs. 20 to 30 per day for peeling shrimps.
When I have no work, we have nothing to eat.
Some people give us small money to survive."
(Bengali woman)

"My husband went to Bangladesh two years ago
and could not come back here. I had worked for
a factory for six years, but had to quit due to
health problems. Now I sometimes peel
shrimps." (Bengali woman)

"I was divorced and staying at my parent's house
now. After my mother died, I started working as
a maid to take care of my siblings. I earn
Rs.1,800 per month, not enough for my house-
hold." (17years old Bengali woman)

Economic necessities  compel migrant women

to work outside. Same as Pakistani women of
the lower strata of the society, migrant women
are usually unskilled, and are paid less, which
makes their household extremely vulnerable.
This vulnerability intensifies when they fall sick.

Conclusion
Is the NARA registration policy in line with the
ground realities of the irregular migrants in
Karachi?
As for policy in terms of regulating the inflow of
labour migrants, there has been no concrete pol-
icy formulated by the government so far. The
push factor from the migrant communities is
apparently seeking better economic opportunity
or escaping insecurities in the country of origin.
As for pull factors, there seems to be little
demand for foreign workers by employers in the
case of Pakistan. It could be the reason that pol-
icy formulation on migrant workers has not been
a priority of the government. While there is no
shortage of low-skilled, low-paid labour to act as
pull factor, regulative valve of the influx of
migrant workers in the country had been a net-
work of smuggling agents and groups involved in
fraudulent issuance of travelling documents and
identity cards.

The employers apparently make use of migrant
workers simply because of their presence in the
country, but not from the motive of exploiting
them for reaping economic benefit.  This could
be the reason why migrant workers have not
faced any discrimination in terms of working
conditions; they are working in already severe
conditions like most of the Pakistani nationals.

The influx of migrants workers both from
Bangladesh or Burma have declined not
because of any intervention by the Pakistani
government, but because of the deterioration of
the country's economy, construction of barbed-
wire fencing along the Pakistan-India border and
strict action of Bangladesh government against
the movement of Arakan Muslims into
Bangladesh (Human Rights Documentation
Units, 2006).

Nevertheless, those who have been in the coun-
try for 20 to 30 years most probably will contin-
ue to stay. Unfortunately the government policy
of registering them and providing amnesty has
not been successfully introduced so far. The pos-
sible reasons are: 1) contradiction or inconsis-
tency in precedent and current practices could
not provide a sense of benefit to migrant com-
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munities; 2)proper information has not been dis-
seminated to migrant communities; 3)various
aspects of the communities, families or individ-
uals were not fully translated into policies. The
benefits of registration listed by the NARA look
attractive but these are not necessarily
accessed by the irregular migrants considering
ground realities, i.e., weak implementation of
laws and non-compliance of standards in gener-
al.

The census carried out in 1998 did not fully
cover migrant population including irregular
migrant population, nor was data made public; a
constraint that hampers sound argument on the
country's policy alternatives.  

The NARA's policy - regularization - can benefit
the state since regularization programmes can
be a good source of information about migrant
population in the host country and can aid poli-
cy formulation. If regularization is only for the
advantage of the state, but not for the migrant
communities, motivation for regularization by
the migrants  would remain low. Nevertheless,
proper legal status can give a sense of security
to irregular migrants, even if it is a temporary
one. However, government needs to build its
credibility among migrant communities in terms
of consistency and continuity and proper imple-
mentation of the policy.

Victims, Menace or Comrades?
The study shows non existence of discrimination
in remunerated activities of irregular migrants in
Pakistan. Further, if regularization works proper-
ly, it is supposed to provide favourable employ-
ment opportunities to irregular migrants such as
access to formal employment. However, regular-
ization is not always the perfect solution for
reducing number of irregular migrants in the
country or for granting favourable employment
for irregular migrants as other countries' experi-
ence shows. In the country where the informal
economy is well entrenched and articulated
within the formal labour market structures,
migrants may remain in the informal economy
even after regularization (Papadopoulou, 2005).
This might be applicable to Pakistan where
majority are employed in the informal sector.  

The growth of labour subcontracting might be
contributing to hiring of irregular migrants since
employers do not need to ensure possession of
identity card of employees and employers are
not directory contacting irregular migrants.

As the case of Pakistan shows, role of labour
market is the single most determining factor for
influx as well as for working conditions of irregu-
lar migrant workers. Where the informal sector
is large, irregular migrants will remain there and
where subcontracting prevails, irregular migrant
will be inducted there.  On the contrary, where
labour market is characterized by high flexibility
and a small informal economy, even irregular
migrants can enjoy upward mobility.
(Papadopulou, 2005).

In Pakistan, it can be said that irregular
migrants are not categorically discriminated
against, but integrated into the country's infor-
mal sector, i.e. the deprived sector. Yet, they are
not fully part of unionization. Those regularized
under the regularization program and even
those who are not legalised can be members of
unions for betterment of working conditions as
this is one of the rights assured for all migrant
workers. This could result in momentum to both
nationals and migrants for improving their work-
ing conditions.

Recommendations
Promote regularization
Though the current implementation of the NARA
policy did not get full acknowledgment from
irregular migrant communities, the regulariza-
tion or proper legal status can give a sense of
security, provided the laws and regulations are
implemented properly. The review of strategy,
implementation procedures and approach of
regularization process are necessary to benefit
both concerned authorities and irregular
migrant communities. Occasional survey on
irregular migrants can help evolve arguments
about policy options and directions as well as
alternative strategy of regularization.

Initiate bilateral talk
Deportation in the consequence of violation of
Foreign Act is not really practiced in the country.
Nevertheless, one of the constraints for deporta-
tion identified by the NARA authorities (as well
as by  a section of the migrant communities) is
that migrants do not possess evidence docu-
ments of country of origin as the government of
Bangladesh does not accept them as
Bangladeshi nationals.  Concerted effort might
be more effective to get them out of an ambigu-
ous position and endow them with proper status.

Naturalization
It is not clear whether the migrant descents born
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in the country have recourse to the Citizenship
Act for entitlement of citizenship. Given the fact
that those who are born here have been inte-
grated in the Pakistani society and identify
themselves as Pakistani citizens, they have nei-
ther any desire nor any legal possibility to return
to original place of their parents. Realistic policy
option such as naturalization or granting a per-
manent visa needs to be discussed so as to
avoid this group of population from becoming
marginalised or stateless.. 

In the Convention relating to the state of
refugees, facilitation of naturalization process
was stated as an obligation on the part of the
ratifying country. Though Pakistan recognized
Burmese Muslim as refugees, there was no
established naturalization process for them
announced publicly.  They are also one of the
groups deserving naturalization.

Facilitating unionisation (recom-
mendations for union activists)
As the study shows, legal status of irregular
migrant workers is not a determining factor for
discrimination or exploitation, but the country's
labour market is. Migrant workers are not dis-
criminated against but are incorporated in
unprotected and insecure segments of the soci-
ety. There are a few unions/associations which
include irregular migrant workers as their mem-
bers. Hence, migrant workers are not fully mobi-
lized, organized and unionized. Equality of
employment and rights to participate in trade
unions are the basic rights of all migrant work-
ers. They are equal, but in a sense that they are
equally suffering severe working conditions as
are Pakistani nationals. Both nationals and
migrant workers can equally fight for decent
work. Facilitating irregular migrants to be a part
of unionization should be considered.

Developing safety net for the
needy 
The study found that irregular migrant's house-
hold becomes more vulnerable when a bread-
earner fall sick or when it is a female-headed
household. Yet, there is no mechanism to sup-
port these vulnerable groups among the com-
munity. Though Article 28 of the ICRMW assures
migrant's rights of access to emergency medical
care, there was no such provision by the state. It
is recommended for migrant communities or
non governmental organizations to develop safe-
ty net for the needy among the migrant commu-
nities.  

Appendix 1

Details of Interviewees
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Introduction
According to a recent estimate, clay brick manu-
facturing sector in Pakistan contributes 1.5 per
cent to the GDP  and provides livelihood to about
2 million people  largely as informal,
casual/seasonal labour. The sector uses old
technology of coal-fired Bull's trench kiln and
manual techniques for production. The sector is
unregulated and afflicted with debt bondage.
Most of the bonded labourers in brick industry
are in the Punjab province--where 5000 brick
kilns out of total 6000 are located--followed by
Sindh, Khyber Pakhtoonkhwa and Balochistan. 

Apparently an outcome of poverty, debt bondage
is closely linked to the socio-cultural fabric of
society. The vicious cycle of bondage subjugates
the families economically, socially and physical-
ly rendering them incapable to break out of the
trap despite putting in hard labor.   The term
'bonded labor' refers to workers who render serv-
ices under conditions of bondage arising from
economic considerations, notably through a
loan or advance. Where debt is the root cause of
bondage, the implication is that the worker and
his dependants or heirs are tied to a particular
creditor for a specified or unspecified period
until the loan is repaid.  The majority of
Pakistan's bonded labourers belong to religious
or lower caste minorities. Usually, the entire
family works, hence, child labour, is widespread.
Physical and emotional abuse of workers is
common.

Working conditions
Brick kiln workers can be divided in two cate-
gories: who work and live on the brick kilns with
their families and those who live at settled vil-
lages/towns and work at nearby brick kilns both
individually and with families. Personal observa-
tion reveals that second category of the brick
kiln workers is, comparatively, better off eco-
nomically and socially than the first category.

The reason is the second category of the brick
kiln workers feels less insecure than the first cat-
egory as they have their own homes. Those living
at the sites have no or little social support and
are more vulnerable at the hands of the brick
kiln owners. However, both the categories of
brick kiln workers, in most cases, get advances
and are bound to work at the terms and condi-
tions setby the brick kiln owners.  Unless they
have paid all the debt and are declared as such
by the owner, they feel 'bound' and 'insecure'
because no brick kiln owner gives work to a per-
son who has not paid debt of any previous own-
ers. 

The majority of the workers/families live in mud
dwellings built at the premises of the brick kilns
due to poverty and lack of shelter. A limited
number of the workers have a written contract
and the rest have a verbal understanding.
Remuneration is fixed on the basis of the num-
ber of bricks made/carried. On average, workers
have to work for 11-13 hours. Usually a brick kiln
worker (pathera) family gets up early in the
morning; male family members including chil-
dren go to work place, which is just a five min-
utes walk for those who live on site. Then they
start mixing up the mud they had prepared ear-
lier and then start the process of making bricks.
Female members join in a bit later after finish-
ing household chores. The work continues till
afternoon and then they can take a short break.
Women with infant children usually bring them
along at work and feed them during this break.
Work starts again which is ended at sunset
around 6 to 7 pm. Female members leave to
cook and do other chores while male members
spend couple of hours more at the site preparing
mud for the next day. 

Health and safety
Brick kiln workers work and live in very poor con-
ditions and degraded environment. The coal-
fired kilns emit hazardous smoke and gases.
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The workers who stoke the kilns and those who
work with the mud do not use any protective
gears. According to a worker Daulat Ali Mohsin
the workers have no basic civic facilities at all.
Brick kiln workers live at the sites in small mud
huts and at most of the sites they use same
water for brick making, drinking, food process-
ing and bathing. The children (both male and
female) work with their parents and do not go to
the schools as there are no facilities at the sites:

There is a lot of dust and workers complain that
chest and skin diseases are very common
besides fever among kiln workers and their fam-
ilies. No measures have been taken to protect
workers from such exposure. At a couple of brick
kilns in Multan district, owners even do not
make proper arrangements for water used in
making the mud and workers are compelled to
use sewerage and chemically polluted water for
this purpose. For instance workers at brick kilns
around fertilizer  factory in Multan told that there
is no arrangement of water for mud making and
they are using chemically polluted water dis-
charged from factory for this purpose. In the
same locality at another brick kiln, workers use
city's sewerage water for mud making. All this is
seriously affecting their health but owners pay
no attention. 

About 90 per cent of the brick kilns are located
in rural area. The reasons are availability of
cheap land, proximity of roads for transportation
of fuel and bricks, proximity of markets for
bricks and low paid workforce.  

Wages
One of the major issues of brick kiln workers is
that they are paid very low wages.  Already
buried under debt, brick kiln workers face diffi-
culty in managing the household budget given
the current inflation. The brick kiln owner takes
verbal commitment from workers while giving
advance to them and continues to deduct 20 to
40 per cent of their income on weekly basis.
Besides, workers at brick kiln do not get the
wages that are notified by the government for
this sector. For example government of Punjab
has fixed Rs 442 per 1000 brick making in the
province but, according to APBMU the workers
are getting Rs275 to 350 per 1000 bricks.

There is no mechanism for fixing national wages
for the sector. Different provinces fix different
wages for similar work: in Punjab the rate is Rs
442.48 per 1000 bricks; in Sindh, Rs 280 per
1000 in Khyber Pakhtoonkhwa Rs 295.  Wages

for brick kiln workers in Balochistan could not be
ascertained. This a an irrational mechanism for
wage-fixing because commodity prices and all
other factors are similar all over the country. In
2009, the government raised the national mini-
mum wage for unskilled work to Rs. 7000 per
month. The wages for all categories of workers
are notified by provincial governments under the
Minimum Wages Act, 1961. Punjab Ministry
notified the rate prevalent today (Rs. 422.48) in
2008. 

A family consisting of four persons (man,
woman and two children) could make 1000
bricks in a day after working 8 to 11 hours. It
amounts to each person earning Rs 75 to 88 per
day given the rate kiln owners are offering per
1000 bricks making.   

It is to be noted that hand baked bricks are sold
for more or less the same prices all over
Pakistan. The brick kiln owners sell 1000 baked
bricks in Sindh and Punjab for Rs 2,100 to
2,600. According to a brick owner,  the cost of
labour and inputs comes to Rs 1600 to 2000 per
1000 bricks.   According to a union representa-
tive, the owners spend Rs 1400 to 1800 per
1000 bricks. It means the owners are earning a
profit of Rs 600 to 1200per 1000 bricks but are
not willing to pay fair wages to the workers.

Recent developments
Supreme Court of Pakistan issued directives in
June 2010 to all Chief Secretaries of four
provinces to register all the brick kilns. Initially
provincial governments did not take action. The
brick kiln workers and their representatives have
also been demanding that all brick kilns must be
registered so as the workers could access social
security benefits. According to the National
Coalition Against Bonded Labour , 3,456 kilns
out of 3858 kilns in Punjab have been registered
under the Factories Act 1934 in recent years. 

In Sindh province, after intense pressure from
the workers and civil society organizations, a
separate portfolio of Bonded Labour was estab-
lished in 2008. It was first time that a provincial
government realized the issue of bonded labour.
This response was followed by the government
of Sindh's decision to form a committee' to mon-
itor the process of registration of brick kiln in the
province.  It is being claimed that more than 500
brick kilns have been registered with the provin-
cial Labour Department. Some 62 brick kilns
and their workers have also been registered with
SESSI . The Labour Department, Sindh, has also
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shared the list of registered brick kilns but social
security cards to the brick kiln workers in the
registered kilns have not yet been provided. 

The incidence of bonded labour in brick kilns is
very high in Punjab. A 2004 survey of brick kilns
in Punjab by the Federal Bureau of Statistics
found that nearly 90 per cent of workers took
advances from the kiln owners.  The Punjab gov-
ernment in 2008 started a major project,
Elimination of Bonded Labour in Brick Kilns, in
Lahore and Kasur districts at a cost of Rs123
million under its annual development plan. For
the first time, Punjab government has allocated
fund to fight bonded labour. Through the project,
with the assistance of NGOs, the Punjab govern-
ment has been providing education to approxi-
mately 7,000 children in 200 non-formal
schools and helping 5,000 or so children to
enroll with mainstream state-owned educational
institutions.  The Labour Department claims to
have conducted a survey of all the brick kilns in
the Punjab province to register.  However, brick
kiln workers in Faisalabad and adjacent districts
deny any facility provided to them, like social
security cards etc. 

Labour Legislation: Applicability
and non-Implementation
The major labor laws applicable to brick kiln
industry and indirectly relevant to the issue of
bonded labor are as under:

i) Factories Act 1934; the law relating to 
working conditions and health and safety
of the workers at the workplace.

ii) Minimum Wages Ordinance, 1961; 
dealing with the fixation and 
implementation of minimum wages for 
different categories of skilled and semi-
skilled workers including the brick kiln 
workers.

iii) Payment of Wages Act, 1936; deals with 
the payment of wages, time period of 
payment and mode of payment of wages
to the workers.

iv) Industrial and Commercial 
Establishments (Standing Orders) 
Ordinance 1968; relates to terms of 
employment, bonus, gratuity and group 
insurance of the employees.

v) Workmen Compensation, Act 1923; 
relates to payment of compensation to 

the workers in case of injury or death.

vi) Industrial Relations Act; deals with 
registration of trade unions, CBA, 
collective bargaining, conciliation and 
labor judiciary.

vii) Employment of Children Act 1991; 
regulates employment of children in 
factories and brick kilns.

viii) Employees Social Security Ordinance 
which provides medical coverage to the 
workers.

ix) Employees Old Age Benefits Act which 
deals with old age pension.

If all these laws are implemented properly, brick
kiln workers would have been in better condi-
tions. Unfortunately successive governments
have failed in implementing the above laws in
brick kiln sector. Besides, the workers have also
have not been able to form a nation-wide pres-
sure group that caused the government have
been very lenient with the brick kiln owners.

Emerging self agency 
The brick kiln workers' alliance of the four
provinces, All Pakistan Bhatta Mazdoor Union
(APBMU), was formed in2005. It campaigned for
registration of brick kilns under the Factories Act
1934 and the coverage of brick kilns workers
under labour laws.  The APBMU had provided a
nation-wide platform to realize their labour
rights. Unfortunately it could not sustain and dis-
integrated quickly. Efforts are being taken by the
labour leaders and brick kiln workers to revive
the platform.

However, the workers have continued their strug-
gle as localized informal workers' organizations
and unions in the provinces of Punjab and Sindh.
In many cases, different NGOs are supporting
groups of brick kiln workers in their struggle for
legal rights. Brick kiln workers in Hyderabad,
Sanghar, Lahore, Multan, Sahiwal and
Faisalabad have been more vocal in demanding
their rights as are supported by civil society
organizations and media.

In Shehdadpur, Sanghar District, a group of 200
brick kiln workers prepared a "Charter of
Demand" that include 30 per cent  raise in rates
of different type of work at brick kiln. They
formed a committee, consisting five members
who represented different type of workers. This
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committee presented the Charter to the Brick
Kiln Owners Association and started a series of
meetings with local political leadership, offi-
cials, media and local consumers. This resulted
in formal talks with the local Owners'
Association and both the parties reached a writ-
ten agreement in which kiln owners from 32
brick kiln group agreed on raise in wages:  The
news of this initiative has created confidence
among workers of other kilns that they can bar-
gain with owners if united and organized on a
platform. 

During last five years thousands of brick kiln
workers got release from bondage through the
intervention of the judiciary. For example in
2009, according to news reports, some 428
brick kiln workers were released in Sindh only. In
some cases civil society organisations facilitated
brick kiln workers' release from bondage but in
many cases the workers approached the district
courts directly to get relief. However, only
release from debt bondage is not the solution of
the brick kiln workers' plight. In case of Sindh
province, it is observed that after release from
the clutches of exploiting kiln owners, very few
of could find a decent job and rest of them either
returned to debt bondage or are living in pathet-
ic conditions in the camps near Hyderabad. 
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Introduction
Social protection is generally understood to be a
set of public policy actions that address poverty,
vulnerability and exclusion. The term broadly
implies support to the poor and vulnerable
through social assistance and social insurance
programmes. Though social protection is often
used interchangeably with social security and
social safety nets, these are subsets of social
protection. Social security and social safety nets
may feature similar products and services; they
differ substantially from each other in terms of
concept and aims. Social safety nets primarily
include benefits in cash and in kind such as cash
transfers, food-related programs, price and other
subsidies, and public works programs etc. Social
security offers unemployment insurance, retire-
ment income, disability income, access to
healthcare, nutrition, housing, and other pay-
ments to all employed persons and their depen-
dants. It also includes labour market interven-
tion establishing minimum wage, abolition of
child labour, elimination of forced labour;
amendments and implementation of labour leg-
islation.  

Social security is rights-based, emphasising a
framework of collective social responsibility as it
establishes that people derive their individual
rights from social security.  Social safety nets are
based on the premise that poor have to be facil-
itated to allow them to manage (economic) risks
and prevent them from resorting to measures
that undermine their assets. The main objective
of safety nets is to create conducive environ-
ment for the acceptance of market-based
reforms and ensure political stability. While both
social security and social safety nets offer pro-
tection, they represent a markedly different
approach in terms of individual life cycle. Social
security covers old-age, maternity and childcare
benefits, safety nets concentrate on existing
labour force and to a limited extent on children.
The two, therefore, cannot be interchanged as

protection mechanisms. Though social security
nets are important, especially in times of eco-
nomic downturns, to ensure sustainability for
the vulnerable, social security continues to be a
preferred mode of protection for its broad and
right-based scope.

Social Protection Programmes in
Pakistan
There are a number of social protection
schemes pursued by the state, some of them
specifically targeting employed population while
others focusing on the disadvantaged. However,
due to its limited scope, this paper will give
greater coverage to national level schemes spe-
cific to workers only. 

The Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper II identi-
fies and divides the government's social protec-
tion strategies along the lines of direct and indi-
rect provisions: direct provisions include employ-
ment-based guarantees (such as Employees' Old
Age Benefit Institution, Workers' Welfare Fund
and provincial social security benefits); direct
transfers (Zakat, Pakistan Bait-ul-Mal and now
Benazir Income Support Programme); and mar-
ket-based interventions (microfinance). Indirect
provisions include the provision of the minimum
wage; lifeline tariff on electricity; and food subsi-
dies.  Pakistan Poverty Alleviation Fund also fea-
tures as an important contribution outlining
measures to encourage community participa-
tion for enhanced income-generation and social
uplift activities.  For the purpose of this study, we
will focus on the direct transfers identified by the
PRSP, for their impact on the working class. 

Before a review of social protection system is
undertaken, it is important to understand the
dynamics of Pakistan's economy and the labour
market. A look at emerging issues should also
help explain the significance of social protection
allowing space for a clearer analysis. 
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Pakistan's Labour Market
Pakistan has a population of 169.9 million as at
end-June 2009.  The total labour force of the
country is 53.72 million, out of which, 50.79 mil-
lion are employed while 2.93 million persons are
unemployed, resulting in an unemployment rate
of 5.5 per cent. The three main sectors of the
economy are agriculture, industrial and the serv-
ices sector. The services sector has a dominant
share in the Gross Domestic Product at 53.8 per
cent while the agriculture sector's share stands
at 21.8 per cent and that of the industrial sector
is 18.2 per cent.  In terms of employment, 45
per cent of the labour force is employed by the
agricultural/forestary/fishing sector, 13 per cent
by the manufacturing sector, 6.6 per cent by con-
struction, 16.5 per cent by the wholesale/retail
sector and 11.2 per cent by the
community/social and personal services.  

Pakistan's economic structure is largely tilted
towards the informal sector, which accounts for
73 per cent of the employment in main jobs out-
side agriculture sector.  The size of the informal
economy is roughly 30 per cent.  The sector is
more dominant in the rural areas (75 per cent)
compared to the urban centres (71 per cent),
where there is greater concentration of formal
activities at 29 per cent.  As the informal sector
is totally linked to the private sector, the private
sector makes a significant contribution to the
economy. In Pakistan today, over 77 per cent of
the commercial banking sector, 100 per cent of
the textile and telecommunications sector, and
a significant part of the cement, sugar, automo-
bile and fertilizer industries are in the private
sector. The Sector's contribution to the GDP at
current factor cost is estimated at an over-
whelming 84 per cent. 

A vast majority of jobs in the private sector are
generated in small enterprises sector compris-
ing 1-4 people. This sector engages almost 95
per cent of the total (employed) labour force. On
the other hand, Pakistan has an insignificant
"medium" sector that employs only 5 per cent of
the labour force.  Public sector employment -
once a source of employment for a significant
part of the workforce - in the wake of reforms,
adjustments and down-sizing has declined over
the years. Today, it constitutes less than 10 per-
cent of the employed labour force (5.81mn).
Pakistan's 650,000 strong armed forces,  are
not counted in the labour force survey.

The wage structure in Pakistan is highly irregular
characterised by lack of implementation of the

minimum wage (now at Rs 7,000). According to
the Labour Force Survey 2008-09 the white col-
lard-ness of an industry division seems to posi-
tively influence the size of the wage. The average
monthly wages of employees in the agricultural
sector (employing 45 per cent of the total labour
force), was Rs 5,601 while wholesale, retail
trade employee earned an average wage of Rs
5,914. Manufacturing sector wage rate, at Rs
6,769, and construction sector at Rs 6,510 were
marginally above the prevailing minimum wage
of Rs 6,000 last year.  

Current Issues of the Economy 
Pakistan's decisive shift to liberalisation in the
1990s followed the nationalisation drive of the
state in the 1970s and the aid-driven economy
of the 1980s. The post 1999 military-led gov-
ernment of General Musharraf too pursued a
supply side economic model, supported by for-
eign aid, private investments and a preference
for services-sector-led capital economy at the
cost of the agriculture and the manufacturing
sectors. Since the political government took
office in 2008, Pakistan's economy continues
on the liberalisation path, with the IMF and inter-
national aid agencies playing an instrumental
role in determining the direction of the econom-
ic development and growth. However, the need
for state intervention for public welfare and
social protection has come to take up significant
space in economic discourse and seeks to influ-
ence policy-making exercises and the direction
of public provisions.

Apart from the state's role, there are a host of
issues that directly influence the economy, its
direction and the status of labour in the country.
Key issues include poverty, compromised social
indicators, poor law and order and energy crisis.

Poverty: There have been varied estimates on
poverty in Pakistan, but there has been a gener-
al consensus that 30-35 per cent of the popula-
tion could be counted as "poor" based on various
definitions of the term. Some estimates suggest
that poverty stands at 38 per cent. This trans-
lates into 65 million out of 170 million people
living below the poverty line.  

Social Indicators: Pakistan ranks 141 out of 182
countries on the Human Development Index.
The 'Human Poverty Index' value of Pakistan is
33.4 per cent and the country ranks 101st
among 135 countries.  State's expenditure on
health constitutes 3.5 per cent of the annual
budget and is 0.54 per cent of the GDP.  The
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meagre health spending translates into a $4 per
capita as national public expenditure on health.
Thus private sector accounts for 75.6 per cent of
healthcare expenditure.  Social health insurance
covers only 5 per cent of the population but rep-
resents about 40 per cent of federal and provin-
cial governments spending on health.  Similarly,
expenditure on education too accounts for only 2
per cent of GDP in 2009-10. Net Enrolment Rate
(NER), defined as the number of students aged
5-9 years that are enrolled in a primary school
divided by the number of children in the age
group for that level of education is 57 per cent
(2008-09). 

Law and Order: Law and order and terrorism
remain paramount deterrence to the economic
development of the country. In year 2009 alone,
a total of 2,586 terrorist, insurgent and sectari-
an-related incidents were reported from across
the country killing 3,021 people and injuring
7,334 individuals.  The direct and indirect cost to
the economy due to terrorism since 2005 stands
at Rs 43 billion. In year 2009-10, it totalled
$11.5 billion up from $8.6 billion in 2008-09.
This includes loss of exports, foreign investment,
privatization, industrial output, and tax collec-
tion, etc. 

Energy Crisis: Another important challenge
faced by the country's economy is the power cri-
sis. The energy shortage that intensified in the
last few years was fuelled by the rise in demand
for commercial electricity caused by a higher
economic activity, subsidised energy supply and
growth in the use of electrical appliances in the
last decade. The rise in growth was not matched
by expansion in generation capacity. The share
of public sector expenditure on power sector,
which averaged at 28% in the 1980s, fell to 3%
in the current decade. The cost to the economy
due to power crisis is serious, leading to a slow-
down in economic activity and job losses. The
cost of industrial power outages in year 2009
came down to 2.5 per cent of the GDP causing
535,000 jobs losses in this period alone. 

The economic meltdown, the spate of terrorism,
the expansion of an increasingly privatised and
informal structure of the economy, the state's
declining role in economic regulation as well as
in social protection has marginalised Pakistan's
working class to a great extent, leaving them vul-
nerable to market imperfections and fluctua-
tions. As we will see below, the labour market
structure remains outside the government's reg-
ulation regime, while labour laws and their

implementation order too do not favour the
working class. A poor social security regime thus
has adverse impact on workers' welfare in the
backdrop of deficits in the social and the eco-
nomic structures and the non-regulation of the
labour market. 

Constitutional Provisions for
Social Security
Pakistan's constitution outlines social security
as a basic right of the citizens and marks state's
role in establishing institutions to fulfil this con-
stitutional guarantee. Pakistan is one of the few
underdeveloped countries that recognises social
security as an explicit citizenship right. Article 38
of the Constitution of Pakistan binds the state to
"...provide for all persons employed in the serv-
ice of Pakistan or otherwise, social security by
compulsory social insurance or other means;
provide basic necessities of life such as food,
clothing, housing, education and medical relief,
for all such citizens, irrespective of sex, creed,
caste, or race, as are permanently or temporari-
ly unable to earn their livelihood on account of
infirmity, sickness or unemployment; (and)
reduce disparity in the income and earnings of
individuals..."

Pakistan has also ratified ILO Convention 18 on
Workmen's Compensation (Occupational
Disease), Convention 19 on Equality of
Treatment (Accident Compensation), and
Convention 118 on Equality of Treatment (Social
Security). All these conventions require the state
to ensure provisions for safety at work and com-
pensation in case of occupational diseases and
death, extend relevant branches of social securi-
ty (medical care; sickness benefit; maternity
benefit;  invalidity benefit;  old-age benefit; sur-
vivors' benefit; employment injury benefit;
unemployment benefit; and family benefit) to its
workforce; and maintain non-discrimination in
extension of related benefits.

National Legislation 
The country follows a set of legislation, few of
which were inherited from colonial rule, dealing
with social security. Key legislation covering the
provision include:

The Provincial Employees' Social Security
Ordinance (PESSO), 1965: This comprehensive
piece of legislation provides cash and in-kind
benefits for employment injury, sickness, mater-
nity, death, invalidity and iddat. Being a provin-
cial ordinance, the PESSO is applicable to
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employees on the provincial level only. Those
covered include regular and contract employees,
skilled, unskilled, supervisory, clerical, and man-
ual workers. The PESSO, however, excludes per-
sons in the service of the State including armed
forces, police and railway servants, and the
employees of the local council, municipal com-
mittee, cantonment board or any other local
authority. Under the current law, employees
drawing salary up to Rs. 10,000 are liable to be
registered under the PESSO.

The Workmen's Compensation Act, 1923: This
Act is applicable on establishments not covered
by the PESSO. Under this law, workers are enti-
tled to compensation for work injury, occupa-
tional disease, invalidity and death. The present
rate of compensation in case of death and inva-
lidity is Rs. 200,000.

The West Pakistan Maternity Benefit Ordinance
1958: The Act applies to the whole of Pakistan
and provides for 12 weeks of paid maternity
leave for women employed in an establishment,
whether industrial, commercial, or otherwise.
The Mines Maternity Act 1941 while providing
for the same for women, prohibits the employ-
ment of or work by pregnant women in a mine
during specified period before and after child-
birth.  Both these acts are however, not applica-
ble in establishments that follow PESSO. 

Employees Old-Age Benefits Act, 1976: Under
this law the employees of selected private sector
industries/establishments are entitled to Old-
Age Pension, Old-Age Grant, Invalidity Pension,
and Survivors pension. The Act covers non-gov-
ernment establishments that include construc-
tion industry, factories, mines, road transporta-
tion services, hospitals, clubs, hostels, organisa-
tions and not-for-profit messes, as defined in the
related acts. 

The presence of formidable constitutional provi-
sions and legislation is neither matched by the
political will to implement laws, nor have there
been adequate efforts to protect and promote
the interest of workers and the marginalised in
the successive economic programmes and poli-
cy directions adopted by the state. Pakistan's
labour laws and policy orders have been gener-
ally exclusionary and selective, with restricted
scope and coverage. The social security services,
as will be studied in detail in the latter part, too
are characterised by limited outreach and
deficits in designs. 

Social Protection
Facilities/Schemes
Employee  Old  Age  Benefit  Scheme:
The social security scheme for private sector
employees under the EOBI Act 1976, covers
industries or commercial establishments with
five or more employees, with an option of volun-
tary registration for organisations with less than
five employees. The scheme requires employers
to pay 6 per cent of lower basic salary of the
employees while the employees contribute 1 per
cent of the salary. The government makes no
contribution to the scheme. Minimum pension
rate is Rs 2, 000 a month. According to the EOBI
website, there are 48,377 active registered
employers and 2,164,160 active insured per-
sons. However, the number of beneficiaries is
just 358,230.   

Workers  Welfare  Fund  (WWF)  in
Pakistan:
The Workers Welfare Fund was established in
1969, followed by the Workers Welfare Fund
Ordinance 1971 to make provisions for regular
source of income for the fund. This ordinance is
applicable to industries that earn Rs. 100,000,
employ more than 50 workers, have paid-up
capital of over Rs 2 million or fixed assets worth
Rs 4 million. Such industries are required to pay
2 per cent of their income to the fund. 

The fund administered by the federal tripartite
board is used for: (i) construction of houses that
are sold to workers, (ii) marriage grant to work-
ers for marriage of their daughters, (iii) scholar-
ship for workers' children, and (iv) construction
of educational institutions and hospitals; death
grant, ambulance service, water supply
schemes, tricycles for the disabled, and provi-
sion of sewing machines etc.. Qualified workers
include those who fit the definition of 'Workman'
outlined in the IRA 2008, in addition to having
registered with the EOBI or the PESSI. The work-
ers are also required to have at least three years
of association with any industrial unit to avail the
WWF. Workers also contribute under the
'Workers Participation Fund'.  

The industries/establishments currently covered
by the WWF include: factories, workshops and
establishment producing articles employing
electrical, mechanical, thermal, and nuclear or
any other form of energy transmitted mechani-
cally; mine or quarry or natural gas or oilfield
employees; a section of transport services; and
any concern engaged in the growing of tea, cof-
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fee, rubber or cinchona. 

In terms of coverage, the record of the WWF is
no better than the EOBI. According to the figures
provided by the WWF Office, 2,456,212 workers
have benefitted from the products and services
of the WWF over a period of forty years from
1971 to March 2010. 

Provincial  Employees  Social  Security
Institutions  (ESSI):
Introduced in March 1967, the Employees Social
Security Institutions was reorganised on a
provincial basis in July 1970. The Board of
Trustees in the Provincial Employees Social
Security Institution (PESSI) include representa-
tives of employers, workers, and Government.
The scheme covers contingencies such as sick-
ness, maternity, work injury, invalidity and death
benefits. The ESSI is applicable to industrial and
commercial establishments employing 10 or
more employees (except Balochistan where it
applies to five workers or more). The coverage is
provided to the employees of these establish-
ments drawing monthly wages up to Rs. 10,000.
The ESSI is funded through contribution of
employees at 7 per cent of the wages of secured
workers.  Apart from the different number of
worker thresholds, the coverage of the PESSI is
similar to the EOBI in that they exclude govern-
ment workers, the armed forces and other nom-
inated industries. 

Workers  Children  Education  Scheme:
Established in 1972, this scheme provides free
education to two children of a worker up to any
level. Applicable to establishments of ten or
more employees, the scheme is financed
through the contribution paid by employers at
the rate of Rs. 100 per worker per annum. The
scheme is managed by the Provincial Social
Security Institutions. 

Pension  for  Government  Employees:
Permanently employed public servants, and
those in the armed forces, and the police receive
pensions and other benefits under the regula-
tions pursued by the respective governments.
Government servants are entitled to receive pen-
sion and other benefits such as provident fund
on retirement, at the age of 60 or earlier after
25 years of pensionable service. However, con-
tract employees hired by the government are not
entitled to any social benefits.  

Private  Sector  Pension  Plans:

Private sector pension plans are uncommon,
though they are promoted by multinationals.
These defined benefit plans are employer-fund-
ed on the basis of actuarial recommendations.
These offer benefits in the form of life annuities
for the retiree and reduced contingent pensions
for the spouse and minor children. The pensions
accrue at the rate of 1 per cent to 3 per cent of
basic pay for each completed year of covered
service. Contributions to these plans are tax
deductible, subject to a maximum of 20 per cent
of salary earned by members. 

Direct Income Transfers
Direct income transfers are not specifically tar-
geted at workers, but are meant to serve the
needy. Four institutions comprise the major sec-
tions for direct income transfers: Zakat, the
Pakistan Bait-ul-Mal (PBM), the Benazir Income
Support Programme (BISP) and the Punjab Food
Support Scheme.

Zakat:  
The Zakat and Ushr Ordinance in 1980 made
Zakat deduction at the rate of 2.5 per cent on
the value of specified financial assets a compul-
sory exercise once a year for Sunni Muslims.
Zakat is disbursed under different programmes,
such as: financial assistance (guzara allowance),
educational stipends (generally directed at
Madrassahs), healthcare, Eid grant, assistance
to leprosy patients, national level health institu-
tions, and marriage assistance. A total of
Rs.768.7 million was disbursed under different
Zakat programmes during July-March FY 2009-
10, marking a reduction of 46 per cent com-
pared to Rs. 1.421 billion during the same peri-
od in FY 2008-09. The number of beneficiaries
too recorded a decrease of 25 per cent, from
538,050 during July-March in the previous finan-
cial year to 404,124 during the same period of
the current financial year.  The amount distrib-
uted constitutes 0.005 per cent of GDP in 2009-
10.

Issues:
About 25 per cent of the Zakat budget is given
through institutions while the remaining 75 per
cent is disbursed directly to individuals through
Local Zakat Committees.  Being tax-financed
social transfers, Zakat would appear to have real
redistributive potential. Its tax-based feature
also lends itself to a permanent and earmarked
source of revenue, ensuring sustainability.
Furthermore, due to the nature of the Zakat sys-
tem the burden of contribution falls mostly on
upper income households. Therefore, Zakat has
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the potential of playing a strong redistributive
role.  

Evaluations, however, suggest that Zakat has
failed as both a redistributive and a risk man-
agement mechanism. This failure appears to
stem from the same parochial social relation-
ships which fragment access to informal social
protection within the community. Various stud-
ies indicate corruption, patronage, exclusion,
and distortions in the Zakat machinery. The
issue of patronage is particularly serious. A
study by the Social Policy and Development
Centre (2000) observed that procedures
involved in identifying eligibility for Zakat lent
itself to 'some patronage at the local level'. The
Zakat department relies heavily on political per-
sons for identification of the needy, and those
with connections with political figures such as a
nazim, MNA or MPA get easy access to Zakat
funds, even if they do not strictly fall in the cate-
gory of the deserving. It has also been observed
that the religious identity of the potential benefi-
ciaries creeps in as a factor influencing the dis-
tribution. Shias, recent converts to Islam, and
other sects biased against on religious grounds
do face discrimination by the Zakat officials.
There are issues with information system as
well. A World Bank/Gallup study in the 2006
concluded that of those that needed assistance
but did not apply for it, more than 25 per cent
did not know where to go (for information and
access to the funds). 

Pakistan  Bait-uul  Maal:  
Established in 1992, the Pakistan Bait-ul Maal
aims to provide assistance, mainly cash
stipends, to those groups, primarily religious
minorities, who are excluded from the Zakat pro-
gramme. It is funded through federal grants as
well as smaller grants from the provincial and
local governments, national organisations, inter-
national agencies and voluntary donations. The
PBM runs programmes encompassing food sup-
port, child support, rehabilitation of child labour,
vocational training, support to medical centres,
and others.   It is largely dominated by the Food
Support Programme which provides a bi-annual
cash transfer to poor households.  However, the
size and contribution of the PBM has declined in
recent years. It started with Rs 6 million in 1992
benefitting 25,000 individuals and went up to Rs
5.52 billion disbursed in FY 2007/08 to around
2 million households.  However, in year 2009-10,
the PBM disbursed an amount of Rs. 1.65 billion
relative to Rs. 2.7 billion incurred in the corre-
sponding period of FY 2008-09, marking a

decrease of 38.9 percent. The number of benefi-
ciaries has declined by 22.8% from 1,437,569
during July-March FY 2008-09 to 1,110,264 over
the same period in the current financial year.
According to the Economic Survey of Pakistan
2009-10, the decline in disbursements and
number of beneficiaries is caused by the merger
of the Food Support Scheme, a major compo-
nent of the Pakistan Bait-ul Mal into the Benazir
Income Support Programme since FY 2008-09.

Issues: One problem with Bait-ul-Maal is its lim-
ited coverage as it targets religious minorities
and others who are unable to benefit from
Zakat. Furthermore, like Zakat, Bait-ul-Maal suf-
fers from a culture of patronage where political
and social influence determines the distribution.
This restricts its outreach. The Bait-ul Maal is
financed through grants. There is no identifiable
and permanent source of income for the
scheme, making it vulnerable to fiscal shocks.
The amount transferred is extremely limited too.
For instance, Rs 1.65bn distributed this year to
1,110,264 amounts to Rs 1,500 per person. In
recent studies, it has been estimated that Zakat
and the Pakistan Bait-ul Maal add just 4 per cent
to the incomes of the households bordering on
the poverty line and meet less than 40 per cent
of the incomes of the 20 per cent poorest house-
holds. 

The Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP):
The BISP is a cash transfer programme targeted
at families that have a monthly income of less
than Rs 6,000 (minimum wage 2008). An
amount of Rs 2,000 is disbursed every alternate
month to the nominated women of the targeted
household. Other eligibility criteria includes:
Computerised National ID Card; possession of
no or less than 3 acres of agricultural land or up
to 3 marlas residential property; no family
member in government service; the applicant
should not be beneficiary of any other pro-
gramme; and should not posses a foreign
account or a passport. The BISP is a part of cur-
rent expenditure of the annual budget.  

The budget allocation for the year 2010-11 is Rs
50 billion, while it was 70 billion targeting 5 mil-
lion households in year 2009-10.  

At the time of its launch in 2008, the BISP appli-
cants were required to apply through forms dis-
tributed by members of the national assembly in
their respective constituencies. However, this
system was criticised for its potential for political
patronage, issues with verification process and
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the ID cards conditionality. The beneficiary-iden-
tification through parliamentarians was stopped
in mid-2009 as the IMF asked the government
to adopt a World Bank-devised methodology of
identifying the deserving families, precondition-
ing it with its $7.6 billion loan for Pakistan. With
a $60 million World Bank loan, the government
has initiated a survey using 'Poverty Scorecard'
to identify the poor families. A total of 100
points are allocated based on responses to such
questions, and the families with scores under 16
points are identified as "deserving". The survey
has been completed in 15 districts, while it is
underway in 20 others.  

Issues: So far, the BISP has received a positive
response from the public. Since the old system
involving legislators has been abandoned,
issues of patronage and corruption have, to
some extent, been addressed. However, there
have been reservations regarding the Poverty
Scorecard being developed. Experts argue that
the Scorecard is using the 1994 database which
might lead to inaccuracies while ignoring new
impoverished regions. At least 37 per cent bene-
ficiaries of the scheme are suspected to be non-
poor due to the flawed methodology of the sur-
vey. There have also been apprehensions that
the involvement of notables and elected repre-
sentatives in data collection exercise may politi-
cise and negatively influence the beneficiaries'
selection process. 

Punjab  Food  Support  Scheme  (PFSS):
The Punjab Food Support Scheme (PFSS) was
initiated in 2008 as a provincial programme. It
was originally designed to provide food stamps
for the poorest households, but has now been
converted into a cash grant of Rs. 1,000 per
household per month along the lines of the BISP.
The total cost of the scheme is estimated at Rs.
10.8 billion for the year 2008-09.  The subsidy is
directed at households that do not have a bread-
earner; widows, orphans, and the destitute;
chronically sick and/or disabled persons; elderly
persons who have been abandoned by their fam-
ily; and the poorest of the poor segments of the
society with marginal income.

Issues: A major flaw of the programme is that it
relies on local government officials (district and
union councils) and political appointees to pro-
pose an initial list of beneficiaries. This could
lead to corruption and patronage as in the case
of Zakat and Bait-ul-Maal, wasting state
resources and depriving the deserving section of
the population from benefitting from the pro-

gramme.

Other Programmes
Pakistan  Poverty  Alleviation  Fund:
Under the PPAF, the government provides funds
to civil society organizations for development of
projects forming partnership following a set cri-
teria. The PPAF is sponsored by the Government
of Pakistan and funded by the World Bank and
other leading donors. As of April, 2010, it had a
resource base of US$ 1,062.79 million (Rs.
79,709.25 million).  Credit and enterprise devel-
opment is the largest component of the PPAF
accounting for 76 per cent of cumulative dis-
bursements followed by community physical
infrastructure (15 per cent); capacity building
assistance (6 per cent); social mobilization
grants (2 per cent) and health & education had
a share of 1 Per cent. By the end of FY 2009,
cumulative disbursements for core operations
stood at Rs. 42,933 million.  

According to its Director's Report, by the end of
June 2009, the PPAF funding had been dis-
bursed in to about 141,000 community organi-
zations/groups in urban and rural areas of 124
districts of the country. This exercise involved 77
partner organizations of which 12 were focusing
exclusively on women. 

People's  Rozgar  Programme  (PRP):
This is a programme to facilitate access of the
unemployed to credit to enable them to start a
useful business. A total of Rs. 104.7 billion has
been allocated for a period of five years under
the current PRP. The maximum financing limit is
up to Rs. 200,000, which is disbursed through
the National Bank of Pakistan (NBP). Support is
extended through Interest Rate Subsidy (6 per
cent), Credit Loss Sharing (up to first 10 per cent
of total credit loss) and Life/Disability Insurance,
while the NBP is offering a set of schemes under
the PRP. 

The trickle down effect of PRP is extremely lim-
ited, as identified by the PRSP report that indi-
cates 65 beneficiaries for Rs 4.9 billion dis-
bursed through the Programme in 2006-07 and
13 beneficiaries for 2.33 billion in year 2007-08.  

Microfinance:
Microfinance is an expanding industry in
Pakistan. By 2008, the sector had reached more
than 1.7 million savers, and had a clientele of
almost 1.6 million borrowers, of which nearly
half were female.  Though the private sector is
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very active in the provision of microfinance, the
government has aligned the Pakistan Poverty
Alleviation Fund with the evolving microfinance
landscape in the country. On cumulative basis,
the PPAF financed 3,000,000 microcredit loans,
of which 46 per cent were extended to women,
according to its 2009 Financial Statement.
Cumulative disbursement amounted to Rs
6.949 billion in 2009.  

Microfinance has usually been subjected to criti-
cism for its inability to address poverty. High
interest rates, funding-base from donors that
eventually influences the policy direction and
inadequate institutional specialisation has pre-
vented microfinance from extending sufficient
benefits to the poor.   

Subsidies:
Apart from the broad schemes, successive gov-
ernments have used subsidies as a tool to pro-
tect the poor from bearing the burden of rising
costs of essential items. Subsidies on wheat,
sugar, fertilisers and utilities have been extend-
ed by the state on a regular basis. . 

The state's preference for this form of social pro-
tection is reflected in the highest share of subsi-
dies in 'Safety Nets' budgets during the recent
years. According to the Economic Survey of
Pakistan 2009-10, the Safety Nets Budget
includes: Social Security and Welfare, Food
Support Programme, Peoples Work
Programmes, Natural Calamities and Low Cost
Housing. Subsidies claimed 91% of the Safety
Nets Budget in 2007-08, 79 per cent in 2008-
09, and around 77 per cent in Jul-March 2009-
10.  Drawn from public funds, subsidies are non-
targeted in the sense that there is no discrimi-
nation between the beneficiaries. In social
terms, such an approach benefits rich more than
the poor as the former, enjoying higher dispos-
able income, ends up spending less on sub-
sidised items. 

The state has also established 745 franchise
utility stores, acting as price moderators that
provide items for daily use at a comparatively
lower price than the market.

The  Benazir  Zarai  Card  Scheme  (BZCS):
The Benazir Zarai Card Scheme (BZCS) offers
institutional credit to farmers of up to Rs
500,000. The Agri-Credit product enables
access to quality inputs at reasonable prices.
The Scheme is expected to benefit 3.8 million
farmers in its initial stages, and aims to imple-

ment a structure of institutional credit replacing
the passbook system.

Public Works Programme [Currently titled
People's Work Programme (PWP), previously
Khushal Pakistan Programme]: The PWP has
been recently revived for small development
schemes covering basic areas such as: provision
of electricity, gas, farm-to-market roads, and
water supply. The programme targeting rural
unemployed/landless haris, envisages serving
the dual purpose of providing employment and
improving infrastructure.  The programme
design engages the local communities to identi-
fy relevant projects.   

The  Benazir  Employees  Stock  Option
Scheme  (BESO):
Through the BESO Scheme, employees of the
state-owned entities will be given 12% shares,
worth more than Rs. 110 billion free of cost. So
far, 22,745 employees have been given shares
certificates in five entities namely Heavy
Mechanical Complex (HMC), Oil & Gas
Development Company Limited (OGDCL),
Pakistan Petroleum Limited (PPL), Sui Northern
Gas Pipeline Limited (SNGPL) and Pakistan
State Oil (PSO).  The government states that the
distribution of shares among its workers would
create motivation and raise their stakes.

The  Benazir  Green  Tractors  Scheme:
Launched in 2009, the scheme envisages the
supply of 20,000 tractors to farmers over a peri-
od of two years, with a subsidy of Rs 0.2 million
per tractor.

The  National  Internship  Program:
Offering cash for work to fresh but unemployed
graduates, the year-long National Internship
Program includes placement for applicants with
various government organizations according to
their qualifications and broader academic disci-
plines for a period of one year. 

Issues with Social Security
Schemes 
Social security remains an under-represented
and low priority item in the economic order of
the country and as a part of the state's interac-
tion with the workers or citizens.  This is not only
reflected in its minimal budget allocation, but
also in the structure and the outreach of these
programmes where deficits such as restricted
coverage, limited scope and systemic weak-
nesses prevent a major section of the population
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from benefitting from these facilities. 

Low Budget Spending
The Economic Survey of Pakistan 2009-10
maintains 'Pro-Poor Spending' as separate head
counting 'Market Access and Community
Services', 'Human Development', 'Rural
Development', 'Safety Nets' and oddly
'Governance' as five major areas of spending.
This Pro-Poor Spending has undergone a mixed
trend in the last few years as it was 4.89per cent
of the GDP in 2006-07, 9.7 per cent in 2007-08,
7.46 per cent in 2008-09 and 4.3 per cent in
2009-10. Social security and welfare is a part of
the pro-poor spending falling under the 'Safety
Nets' area. 

Tracing 'Social Security and Welfare' as a part of
the budget and the GDP allows a better under-
standing of the government's spending priori-
ties. A look at related figures demonstrates that
the state does not favour social protection as an
important means for welfare. In the federal
budget 2007-08, the 22.5 billion earmarked for
social protection comprised merely 1.5 per cent
of the budget.  In 2008-09, it was 1.45 per cent
of the budget followed by an even lower per-
centage of 1.107 in 2009-10.  The share of
social security and welfare in the GDP remained
low at 0.23 per cent of the GDP in 2007-08,
0.288 per cent in 2008-09, and  0.18per cent in
2009-10. The minimal spending on social secu-
rity not only reflects low government interest in
this important area, it also goes on to influence
the quality of social security products, their out-
reach and the delivery capacity of the respective
departments. These deficiencies are manifested
in low coverage, inadequate provisions, design
flaws, and inability of the government to make
these institutions efficient.

Coverage
The existing social security programmes are
highly exclusionary in terms of the beneficiaries
covered. Large sections of the workforce remain
unprotected. The two general and most compre-
hensive social security schemes, the PESSI and
the EOBI, do not cover workers from the agricul-
ture sector, the self-employed, and the informal
economy, and those establishments that employ
less than ten (PESSI or five (EOBI) workers.  

The agriculture sector is not covered by any leg-
islation and provisions pertaining to labour in
Pakistan. Similarly, the small and medium scale
sectors too have not been protected by any
social security provisions. Informal labour, which

constitutes 73 per cent of the non-agriculture
labour force and includes construction, trans-
port, wholesale and retail sectors, home-based
workers, daily wage labourers, and domestic
help among others too remains outside the
ambit of social security provisions. 

Even the tilt in favour of the formal sector fails to
offer adequate coverage to the related sections.
For instance, according to the EOBI website, out
of 2,164,160 active insured persons, the num-
ber of beneficiaries is just 358,230.  The PESSI
too is limited in its coverage. In terms of workers
(excluding dependents) covered under the
PESSI, the available data shows that about a
million workers in the whole country employed
in 41,498 establishments benefitted from the
Social Security Institution.  Together, the EOBI
and the PESSI cover merely 5 per cent of the
total workforce of 53 million. 

The Workers Welfare Fund is restricted in the
same manner. According to the figures provided
by the WWF Office, 2,456,212 workers have
benefitted from the products and services of the
WWF during the period of 1971 to March 2010.
The Scheme provided 60,001 houses to work-
ers, gave 52,395 workers educational facilities,
provided 1,251,599 workers health benefits and
129,916 workers marriage grants. In total, it
covered merely 4.5 per cent of the labour force
in the last 40 years. 

Registration
One major reason behind the restricted scope
and delivery capacity of social security schemes
in Pakistan is loopholes in the system that allow
easy escape for those evading extra cost. The
EOBI Scheme covers industries/establishments
with five employees, the WWF covers those that
employ more than 50 workers, and the PESSI is
applicable to commercial setups employing 10
or more workers. This means that even those
establishments with one worker less than the
minimum requirement remain outside the
ambit of these schemes. Furthermore, the
absence of a self-registration system for workers
promotes under-reporting on the part of the
employers, since the responsibility of employ-
ees' registration lies with them. 

The design of the schemes places the onus of
financial contribution as well as resource mobil-
isation in terms of set up, time and energy on
the employer, making registration with these
schemes an unattractive proposition.  Many
establishments that are covered by the law are
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either not registered or if registered, the full
strength of the workers are not covered.  

Looking beyond the element of evasion, enforc-
ing coverage remains a problem since employ-
ers have repeatedly contested the compulsion
for providing updated list of workers. In case of
the PESSIs, many employers provide the number
of workers and the appropriate payment, but
have refused to submit lists of workers covered
citing continued staff turnover.  

It has been repeatedly suggested that the work-
ers should have the right to register themselves
in cases where employers fail to get them regis-
tered. The right to self-registration of workers
from the formal, informal and the self-employed
sector will ensure expansion of benefits of the
current social security schemes to a larger sec-
tion of the workforce. 

Another restricting feature of the ongoing social
security institutions is the provincial nature of
some of the schemes. The PESSIs are regulated
and run under provincial management; hence
the beneficiaries are able to obtain the services
only if they are physically present in the province
of their registration. The employees are required
to update their registration in case they move to
another province. The government is considering
provincialising other social security schemes fol-
lowing the 18th Amendment that authorises
greater provincial autonomy. Such a move would
not only restrict social security schemes, these
could negatively impact inter-provincial move-
ment of labour.

Design Flaws
One important deficit with the design of the
social security system that promotes greater
contribution from employer compared to
employees is that such a system takes away
sense of ownership from the workers.  Since
employees are not made to contribute towards
their own benefit, the sense of participation of
workers towards their own welfare is not creat-
ed. 

Lack of Systematic Targeting
The exclusionary nature of the social security
schemes is augmented by a system of selected
targeting that favours better-off formal sector
workers including civil servants and state enter-
prise workers, given their low tax base. At the
same time, jobs that are particularly vulnerable
to accidents and work-related injury such as the
construction and the transport sectors get little

coverage. Furthermore, excessive employment
security for formal sector workers promotes
informality and reduces employment prospects
for the poor and the marginalized groups. 

Adequacy 
The real value of pensions received by the bene-
ficiaries is extremely low and this becomes even
more challenging in the face of spiralling infla-
tion. Fixed in nominal terms, the adjustment in
the pension rates are hardly adequate to keep
up with the rising cost of living. The minimum
pension offered by the EOBI, for instance is Rs.
2,000. This amount is extremely limited in the
backdrop of expanded household expenditure
(estimated to be Rs. 8,583 nationwide accord-
ing to a study ). For government servants, pen-
sions are fixed according to the length of the
service. There is no provision for indexation of
the payment with the rising cost of living which
leads to erosion of real content over time. 

Organisational Deficiencies
Organizations implementing social safety pro-
grams are involved in multiple activities outside
their core competency, for instance running
schools, hospital, training centre etc. Though the
legislation allows investment of funds, such
practices have led to the allegations of corrup-
tion both in the EOBI and the WWF.  For instance,
the EOBI's recent move to participate in a tender
bid to construct and operate the Rs. 17 billion
Karachi-Hyderabad Motorway (M-9) raised con-
cerns regarding relevance and transparency.   

The involvement of social security bodies in con-
struction and other activities also lead to dupli-
cation of other ministries' work. The Workers
Welfare Fund constructs and operates schools
and hospitals, which is a replication of the line
ministries' work.

There have also been reservations about the
lack of effective monitoring and evaluation
mechanisms pertaining to these schemes.
Weak internal review; absence of third party val-
idation, assessment of benefits to the intending
beneficiaries, and regular audits; limited data
base and follow-up actions restrict improve-
ments, expansions and an understanding of
issues related to these schemes. 

Cumbersome Processes
Poor management of the systems and official
transactions has led many stakeholders to call
for improved procedures at the EOBI and other
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social security institutions. In the past, there
have been complaints from employers and
employees against harassment at the hands of
the EOBI staff, poor maintenance of records, and
evasion and manipulation.  Inconsistencies in
payments and time-consuming bureaucratic
procedure with regards to claiming of benefits
have also been raised as major issues by work-
ers, hindering their access to the schemes.

High Administrative Cost
Though the latest figures on administrative costs
related to each institution is unavailable, high
administrative per capita cost has been an issue
highlighted in a number of studies.  Such costs
eat into the funds reserved for workers. In the
Federal Budget 2010-11 documents, the admin-
istrative cost of social protection that falls under
Current Expenditure is alarmingly high at Rs.
916 million out of Rs. 1,463 million in 2010-11
and Rs. 3,866 million out of Rs. 4,384 million in
2009-10.  

Revamping Social Protection in
Pakistan
The existing social protection apparatus has
failed to benefit workers and even non-workers
due to its limited coverage, design flaws, inade-
quate provision and low budget allocation by the
government that restrict the proper develop-
ment of these schemes. Upcoming develop-
ments such as provincialising the social security
schemes are further likely to complicate the sit-
uation compromising the access of the benefici-
aries to these schemes.

In the past, the state had constituted several
taskforces and committees to make recommen-
dations for improvement in the social security
systems in Pakistan. The proposals of these
committees and those from experts in research
papers and policy outlines pertain to expansion
in the scope and coverage of the schemes;
enhancing tax base of the country to fund social
security; consolidation of existing schemes to
create one-window operation and promoting
greater contribution from employees to encour-
age ownership. A brief explanation of the pro-
posed reforms is given below. 

There should be a system of self 
registration of workers with social security
institutions. This should reduce 
dependency of workers on employers for 
registration and should also encourage 
workers participation and commitment to

pursue their own welfare. A system of 
self-registration and self-payment should 
also promote expansion in coverage, 
while also allowing workers to move from
one sector to the other, without 
compromising their interest.

Social security schemes should cover 
agriculture labour, self-employed, daily 
wage earners and all sections of the 
informal economy. 

A 2002 Taskforce on Labour Welfare had
made some useful suggestions regarding
upgradation of the social security 
apparatus in the country. The Taskforce 
had proposed the establishment of a 
National Social Security Institution (NSSI)
and National Pension Institution (NPI). 
According to the proposal, the NSSI 
should be mandated to universalise the 
social security system for all workers 
across all sectors of the economy either 
through employer's contributions or 
through self-contribution. The secured 
workers would be issued a national 
security card to entitle access to social 
security institutions. A national, as 
opposed to a federal institution, was pro
posed to ensure provincial autonomy 
stays intact. Similarly, the NPI was pro
posed to be responsible for handling 
old-age pensions and related matters. It 
was suggested that the Pension 
Institution should work on the patterns of
the EOBI but with universal coverage of all
workers.

The 2002 Taskforce on Labour Welfare 
had also suggested the establishment of 
a National Labour Welfare Authority to 
oversee the work of the NSSI and the NPI.
The proposed Institution was envisaged to
act as an autonomous body - with repre
sentation from the policy makers, 
legislators and the civil society - capable 
of underwriting the security of benefits 
under the NSSI and the NPI. It was also 
suggested that the labour levies be 
collected by the Labour Welfare Authority
to create space for one-window operation
for the convenience of the stakeholders.

Countries with a low per capita income 
such as Pakistan, have always expressed
reservation that a lower tax base and a 
much larger base of claimants restrict 
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source of funding for social security. 
Pakistan's current tax base stands at 10 
per cent of the GDP. The Country's debt-to-
GDP ratio, which touched 61 per cent just
recently, leaves the economy more 
dependent on external finances. 
Understandably, public welfare remains a
compromised agenda in a scenario where
donors' priorities shape economic 
agenda. An overhaul in tax collection 
systems and base is indeed needed to 
promote resource availability for public 
welfare and social security programmes 
from internal sources. 

The existing schemes should be 
redesigned to enable workers to commit 
greater contribution to the schemes 
compared to employers. Workers' 
payment towards the scheme will 
enhance sense of participation enabling 
employees to exercise some control and 
say over the nature and magnitude of 
benefits. Furthermore, excluding the 
employers from making direct 
contributions will address their genuine 
grievance that such schemes add to their
operational cost. The government would 
also be in a better position to direct taxes
on employers, which it is currently unable
to due to employers' resistance on the 
grounds of a high business cost.

The organisational deficits of all social 
security institutions need to be addressed.
Currently, there are issues related to 
corruption, delayed payments, 
inefficiencies, overlapping in pro
grammes, duplication of mandate and 
functions, and redundant products and 
services. These need to be addressed to 
enable these institutions to serve the 
existing beneficiaries in a more organised
manner.

Conclusion
Pakistan is one of the few underdeveloped coun-
tries that outlines social security as an explicit
citizenship right and marks state's role in estab-
lishing institutions to fulfil this constitutional
guarantee, as enshrined in Article 38 of the
Constitution. Though a number of legislation
have been developed in this regard followed by
the establishment of related institutions, the
coverage of social security schemes remains
extremely limited. Schemes targeting workers
including the EOBI, the WWF, the PESSI, and the

Workers Children Education Scheme offer pen-
sions, grants, low-cost housing, medical benefits
while also covering contingencies such as sick-
ness, maternity, work injury, invalidity and death
benefits to varying degrees. However, together
these schemes cover only around 5 per cent of
the total labour force.

The social security schemes for labour remain
narrow in terms of their design, scope, adequacy
and organisational and systemic deficiencies.
The government's budget allocation for social
protection too has been on a decline, standing at
0.18 per cent of the GDP in 2009-10. None of
the social security programmes cover the agri-
cultural sector, the informal sector, the self
employed, wholesale and retail sectors, home-
based workers, and daily wage labourers. These
employ the bulk of labour force in the country.
The exclusion of these sectors from the existing
schemes restricts state's capacity to deliver on
its constitutional obligations and ILO commit-
ments regarding social protection.

In the face of deteriorating economy, rising
poverty and spiralling inflation, the restricted
scope and outreach of social protection
schemes negatively impacts the wellbeing of
labour. The need for revamping the social secu-
rity apparatus is therefore imperative. Extension
of social security schemes across all economic
sectors, a system of self-registration, consolida-
tion of services for one window operation, cre-
ation of sustainable source of funding for social
security and promoting greater contribution
from employees to encourage ownership are
some of the key starting steps that need to be
taken to rebuild social security institutions and
strengthen systems to deliver on public welfare 
force. The Central Labour Advisor of the federal
Ministry of Labour admitted lack of capacity.
There is no mechanism in the Ministry to pre-
pare compliance briefs and follow-up reports to
be submitted to the ILO as committed by the
government. The posts of researchers were abol-
ished in 1998 and since then the Ministry has no
research team. 

Conclusion 
The power loom workers' seven-year old struggle
in Faisalabad presents a test case of emerging
initiatives in collective bargaining in the informal
sector. The LQM, as representative of workers,
has succeeded in pressurizing the state to inter-
vene, organize tri-partite consultations as man-
dated and notify enhanced piece-rates for power
loom cloth production within the existing frame-
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work. The revised minimum wages are, however,
not implemented due to myriad factors. 

It appears that informal sector workers' initia-
tives and struggles for collective bargaining have
reached a point where input from workers alone
will not bring about the required change unless
the intervening key stakeholder-the state
machinery-is strengthened and other social part-
ners, i.e. academicians, economists and labour
support organizations come forward to provide
much needed input in to improving and refining
the system (criteria for calculating minimum
wages, living wages or decent floor wage), insti-
tutionalizing a uniform collective bargaining
process and establishing monitoring mecha-
nisms in to place. 

End Notes
1 'The State of Pakistan's Economy, Special Section:
An Introduction to Social Protection', State Bank of
Pakistan, 2008, at
www.sbp.org.pk/reports/quarterly/fy08/Third/Speci
al-Section-08.pdf
2 Dr. Asad Sayeed and Farhan Sami Khan, 'Beyond
Safety Nets: Provision of Comprehensive Social
Security in Pakistan', PILER, 2000
3 Ibid
4 Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP)-II, GoP,
Finance Division
5 Pakistan Economic Survey 2009-10, Chapter
'Population, Labour Force and Employment'
6 Pakistan Economic Survey 2008-09, Chapter 'Growth
and Investment'
7 Labour Force Survey 2008-09, Section 'Employed:
Major Industry Division'
8 Pakistan Economic Survey 2009-10, Chapter
'Population, Labour Force and Employment'
9 SBP Working Paper Series, 'The Size of Informal
Economy in Pakistan', No 33, May 2010
10 'Private Sector Assessment Pakistan', Asian
Development Bank, December 2008
11 Ibid
12 Ibid
13 Sustainable Economic Growth, Employment and
Human Resource Development, Ministry of
Labour, Manpower and Overseas Pakistanis, March,
2007 at: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/pub-
lic/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocu-
ment/wcms_089941.pdf
14 Active Military Manpower at http://www.globalfire-
power.com/active-military-manpower.asp
15 Labour Force Survey 2008-09, Table 30
16 Shahid Javed Burki, 'Need for a new paradigm',
Dawn, April 27, 2010
17 Human Development Report 2009, 'Pakistan', at
http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/countries/country_fact_
sheets/cty_fs_PAK.html
18 The HPI measures the proportion of people below
certain threshold levels in each of the dimensions of
the human development index. These include: living a

long and healthy life, having access to education, and
a decent standard of living.
19 Pakistan Economic Survey 2009-10, Chapter
'Health and Nutrition'
20 'Social Health Insurance: can we ever make a case
for Pakistan?' by Farina Gul Abrejo, Babar Tasneem
Shaikh Department of Community Health Sciences,
Aga Khan University, Karachi, Vol. 58, No. 5, May
2008
21 Asian Development Bank. Technical Assistance to
the Islamic Republic of Pakistan for the Developing
Social Health Insurance Project. Islamabad 2005,
cited in 'Social Health Insurance: can we ever make a
case for Pakistan?' by Farina Gul Abrejo, Babar
Tasneem Shaikh
Department of Community Health Sciences, Aga
Khan University, Karachi, Vol. 58, No. 5, May 2008
22 Pakistan Economic Survey 2009-10, Chapter
'Education'
23 Pakistan Security Report 2009 by Pakistan Institute
of Peace Studies
24 Pakistan Economic Survey 2009-10, Chapter
'Growth and Investment'
25 'State of the Economy: Pulling bank from the Abyss',
Chapter 'Infrastructural Shortages: Cost to the
Economy', Third Annual Report, Institute of Public
Policy, Beaconhouse National University, 2010,
26 Employees' Old-Age Benefits Act, 1976
27 EOBI, Database Statistics as on 24.05.2010 on
http://www.eobi.gov.pk/pice/database-stat.htm
28 Pakistan Institute of Labour Education and
Research, 'Institutions for Social and Financial
Protection for the Workers,' Afzal Bela, 2010
(Document in Urdu) 
29 See Annexure
30 Mohammad Irfan, 'Poverty and Social Safety Nets: A
Case Study of Pakistan', Pakistan Institute Of
Development Economics Islamabad, Jul 2003
31 Ibid
32 Pakistan Economic Survey 2009-10, Chapter
'Poverty' 
33 Poverty Reduction Survey Programme

109
Labour Rights in Pakistan



1
10

Labour Rights in Pakistan



Introduction
One of the key functions of minimum wage reg-
ulation is to ensure basic protection to vulnera-
ble workers who are in a weak position to bar-
gain. In Pakistan, a wage regulation system that
works through decentralized and tripartite wage
boards at provincial level provides a substitute
collective bargaining process for revision of min-
imum wages in specific industrial undertakings.
The statuary monthly minimum wage is deter-
mined by the federal government for all cate-
gories of workers. This includes 'any skilled, or
unskilled, intellectual, technical, clerical, manu-
al or other work'  in any industry with the excep-
tion of defense services, government services
and coal mines.  Minimum wage rate in different
categories of work are determined locally and
sector-wise by the provincial Minimum Wage
Boards keeping in view the statuary monthly
minimum wage announced by the federal gov-
ernment. The 6-member Wage Board in each
province comprises two nominated representa-
tives of workers and two of employers besides
the designated Chairman and an independent
member appointed by the provincial govern-
ment. It is believed if the system is further
refined and effectively implemented and moni-
tored, periodic minimum wage increases-calcu-
lated on the basis of fair criteria-can benefit dis-
advantaged workers, help reduce exploitation
and help reverse the trend of declining real
wages for low-wage workers. 

In recent years, wage fixing in two specific sec-
tors in the informal economy in Pakistan has
emerged as a key concern of workers. In power
loom units (in the textile sector) weavers are
paid piece-rate, i.e. per meter cloth, and in brick
kilns (a sector afflicted with debt bondage) work-
ers are paid at the rate of per 1000 brick pro-
duced. As precise criteria for revision of wages
by the tripartite Wage Board are not spelled out
in legislation, mixed patterns of wage regulation
and collective bargaining, both in terms of

process and outcome, have emerged. There are
regional differences in the minimum wages
fixed for the sectors through Wage Boards
though the rate of inflation, commodity prices
and other economic indicators remain the same
in the provinces. The workers' initiatives/mobi-
lization in power loom sector in the province of
Punjab is stronger and broad-based than in the
province of Sindh, hence a large number of
workers in Punjab are able to negotiate and
receive better rates. Also, the power loom work-
ers in the Punjab have pushed for access to
social security provision. This case affirms that
collective bargaining benefits a broader spec-
trum of workers and '… goes beyond wage nego-
tiations to include other aspects of working con-
ditions…' .

Similar is the case with stronger, consolidated
brick kilns workers mobilization in the Punjab
compared to isolated and sporadic initiatives in
certain districts within the province of Sindh.
While the revised piece-rates of different cate-
gories of work in brick kilns notified by the
Minimum Wages Board in the province of
Punjab (in 2008) were acceptable to both own-
ers and workers, the Sindh Wage Board came up
with a revision not acceptable to workers.
Thereafter, the workers in a few districts in Sindh
took a different course to secure improved
piece-rates and bargained collectively with brick
kiln owners through the direct mediation of the
District Labour Office, bypassing the provincial
Wage Board.
The paper provides an overview of work rela-
tions, minimum wage regulation and wage
share and structure. Then it analyzes the power
looms' workers initiatives in the province of
Punjab.
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1. National Socio-Economic 
Context
Economic constraints 
Pakistan's fragile economy is currently going
through a down slide. Small gains achieved dur-
ing the last few years have been lost. Beside
food and fuel price hikes and the impact of the
global financial crisis'…one of the prime contrib-
utors to this derailing is Pakistan's proactive role
in war against terror' . With a meager per capita
income of $ 1085--eroded further by a soaring
inflation of 20 per cent  (ADB, 2009) -and an
unemployment rate of 5.2 per cent, the majority
of the 53.72 million workforce  face extreme
hardships as terms and conditions of work dete-
riorate.

Low wages, long working hours, poor health and
safety conditions, rising contractual work and
increasing curbs on freedom of association and
collective bargaining characterize the current
status. Scrapping of protective clauses and intro-
duction of restrictive labour legislation is on the
rise. Violations of basic labour rights are on the
increase across the board. The state has gradu-
ally withdrawn itself from monitoring and imple-
mentation of labour laws (initially banning
labour inspection in the biggest province
through the Punjab Industrial Policy 2003 and
later weakening it in other provinces through the
Labour Inspection Policy 2006 developed by the
ADB consultants). Capacity of labour judiciary to
provide justice and oversight is eroding. Trade
unions, with legally empowered collective bar-
gaining agency, stands shrunk in power and size
and are barely able to put up collective resist-
ance. (Less than 3 per cent of the total labour
force, according to an estimate, is unionized.)

The statuary minimum wage, since July 2009, is
Rs. 7000 ($ 85) per month (or $ 2.7 per day) but
the law is not implemented and the overwhelm-
ing majority of workers are paid less than the
minimum wages. During 2000 to 2007, the per-
centage of population living on $2 a day was
indicated to be 60.3 per cent and those living on
$ 1.25 a day was noted to be 22.6 per cent.  

2. Minimum wage legislation
National legislation
The system of minimum wage fixing evolved
rather late in Pakistan compared to other South
Asian countries (i.e. Sri Lanka 1941; Burma
1945; India 1948). The Pakistan Minimum
Wages Ordinance 1961 was the first major leg-

islation to regulate minimum rates of wages for
workers (all classes of workers in any grade,
employed in specified industrial undertakings)
and stipulated a monthly minimum wage with
revisions done not earlier than one year and not
later than three years. The law was applicable to
every establishment wherein 50 or more per-
sons were employed. The minimum monthly
wage stipulated at that time (Rs. 140) was
termed inadequate by economists for conditions
prevailing then (and was suggested to be Rs.
250).

The Ordinance was followed the Minimum
Wages Council Rules 1961, and the Minimum
Wages Rules 1962. As this legislation did not
specify wage fixing for unskilled workers, the
Minimum Wages for Unskilled Workers
Ordinance 1969 was enacted (later amended
through an Act in 1993 and again in 2001
through an ordinance). The Pakistan Minimum
Wages for Unskilled Workers (Amendment)
Ordinance 2001 is applicable to all establish-
ments irrespective of the size of the work force
(even if there is only one employee) and permits
collective negotiations by workers via represen-
tation in the Wage Board. The legislation covers
informal sector workers (officially 73 per cent of
the total workforce) . Another piece of legislation
with bearing on the minimum wages is the
Employees Cost of Living (Relief) Act 1974 which
stipulated nominal allowances to be included in
the minimum wages accordingly. This Act,
known as COLA Act was revised and amended
several times.

In recent years the government has adopted an
unconstitutional practice of making amend-
ments in labour-related laws through yearly
Finance Act. Through this move, the state brings
out changes in labour laws without tripartite
consultations. The national standard minimum
wages is now revised through Finance Act via
amendment in the Minimum Wages for the
Unskilled Workers Ordinance 1969. 

In the 1969 Ordinance 'per month' is defined as
a 'working period of 26 days at the rate of 48
hours per week' with 8 hours of work per day.
Through the Finance Act 2006, under the con-
cept of 'flexible' timings, an amendment in the
Shops and Establishments Ordinance, 1969,
has allowed spread over period of daily work,
inclusive of rest interval and meals, to 12 hours.
In an increasing number of sectors in informal
economy work day now legally stretches up to
12 hours; over time is not paid according to stip-
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ulated rates, and neither the workers are paid
for weekly or gazette holidays.

It is to be noted that all minimum wage legisla-
tions and rules exclude agricultural workers, who
comprise 44.6 per cent of the country's total
labour force.

Gaps and caveats in the minimum
wage legislation
Under the Constitution, labour till recently  was
listed among the subjects that can be taken up
at federal as well as provincial level. The federal
government drafted labour policy and key legis-
lation and the provincial governments had the
prerogative to formulate specific policies, laws,
rules and procedures, if required. Hence, wage
rates for similar categories of work differ in
provinces. Within the province, distinction is
made between 'industrial' and 'other areas'. 
No criteria (i.e. consumption units, food intake,
shelter, clothing, transport expenses) are estab-
lished in the legislation for fixing of minimum
wage for decent living and neither the basis for
its revision are set. Also, coverage is limited to
51 scheduled categories in the Punjab (the
largest province) and to 36 categories in the
province of Sindh. 

While the Ordinance 1961 and the Ordinance
1969 can co-exist, the amended versions of the
Pakistan Minimum Wages for Unskilled Workers
1969 could have been collapsed to avoid com-
plexity. A major problem with legal text is the
use of word 'may' that renders the legislation
weak and becomes a ground for argument for
lapses in enforcement and specificities. For
instance the Minimum Wages Ordinance 1961,
Clause 5 (2) and (3) states:

'…the Board may recommend minimum rates of
wages for all classes of workers in any grade,
and in such recommendation, may specify…
time work; piece work; overtime work; and work
on the weekly day of rest and for paid holidays…'
and '…The rates recommended by the Board
may be on hourly, daily, weekly or monthly
basis.' 

According to a legal text analysis
'The Board is not authorized to recommend min-
imum wages on its own initiative. The discretion
to issue a direction to the Board to recommend
minimum wages rests entirely with the
Provincial Government…' and ' …When recom-
mendations of the Board in respect of minimum

wages have been received by the Provincial
Government, it is not bound to enforce them. It
may-and that too with such exceptions or modi-
fications as it may specify.' 

While the federal government fixes and revises
the monthly minimum wage, fixing of piece-rate,
hourly rate, daily rate in specific categories
needs to be done by the Boards in consultation
with representatives of employers organizations
and trade unions/workers organizations in the
scheduled industrial and commercial undertak-
ings and usually the Boards fail to do so.

Enforcement of the minimum wages legislation-
-despite clear rules (i.e., for selection of wage
board, publicity of rates, penalties for false
records, appointment of inspectors)-is totally
lacking. Reasons are many and the foremost is
a weakened and crumbling labour inspection
system. The appointment of the Wage Board
chairman is often based on political expediency
rather than on the criteria spelled out in the law,
i.e. adequate knowledge of industrial labour and
economic conditions. Members are similarly
nominated. The workers' representatives are
almost invariably the old leadership from one or
the other politically-affiliated trade union federa-
tions with vested interests. Another crucial rea-
son for poor enforcement is non-existence of
labour movement, trade unionism or collective
struggles in the majority of sectors and estab-
lishments. Majority of workers at the lowest tier
are not aware of their rights, including the stipu-
lated right to minimum wages.

Ratification of related ILO
Conventions
Pakistan has not ratified any of the ILO conven-
tions related to minimum wages. These are:
Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery Convention,
1928 (C 26); Minimum Wage Fixing Machinery
(Agriculture) Convention, 1951 (C 99); and
Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970 (C
126).

Minimum Wage Revision
The minimum wage for unskilled workers set in
the 1969 Ordinance at Rs. 140 per month was
revised for the first time after 24 years to Rs.
1,500 through an amendment in the Act in
1993, a legislation disapproved by employers
and challenged by few in the court on various
grounds. The Act was further amended through
an ordinance in 2001 and the rate revised. In
2005, minimum wage was revised through the
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Finance Act. The raise was also criticized by
employers who regarded Rs.3,000 ($ 36) per
month wage on the higher side and its applica-
tion to establishments with less 50 workers a
harsh measure impacting negatively on produc-
tivity, a rather baseless assumption as according
to the Census of Manufacturing Industries 1995-
96, labour cost accounted for 7 per cent of the
total cost of production. The yearly revision in
minimum wages, since 2005, took place in
2006, 2007 and 2009 via amendments made
through the Finance Act.

Currently the national minimum wage is Rs.
7000. But a large number of workers in specific
categories and sectors are getting lower than
national minimum wages. In a March 2009 sur-
vey, undertaken by Pakistan Institute of Labour
Education and research, of 500 women garment
workers of small units in Karachi, 52.83 per cent
respondents were getting a monthly income
between Rs. 3,000 to Rs. 5,000. In a survey
undertaken by PILER recently of 950 power
loom workers (all male) in Karachi, 43 per cent
(receiving piece-rate and putting in 12 to 16
working hours) reported making a monthly
amount between Rs. 6,000 to Rs. 7,000.

Trends in wage employment and
wage inequality
A declining trend in wage employment is noted
since the beginning of the current decade. From
37.3 per cent in 2003-04, wage employment
share decreased to 36.0 per cent in 2007-08,
with a marked drop in female wage employment
(31.2 per cent in 2003-04 to 22.2 per cent in
2007-08). In contrast, the number of women
working as unpaid family workers has shown a
steady increase over the years and from 52.8
per cent in 2003-04 the percentage jumped to
65.0 per cent in 2007-08 (compared to 19.7 per
cent men working as unpaid family help). The
deterioration in female wage employment
needs to be investigated. Anecdotal evidence
suggests women bear the major brunt of pover-
ty either through supplementing the household
income as unpaid workers in family farms and
cottage enterprises or by taking up low-skilled,
low tiered work at very low wages.

Within wage employment, the number of casual
paid employees is increasing: up from 24 per
cent in 1997-98 to 26 per cent in 2005-06.
Also, the proportion of daily wage earner has
increased from 18 per cent in 1997-98 to 21 per
cent in 2005-06. 

The trend in real wage levels has been charac-
terized by two factors: declining wage ratio and
widening of wage differentials. The gap between
wages of low-income and high-income groups
widened further in 2005-06. This was due to
above-average uptrend in wages in the upper
wage groups and also from a massive expansion
of low-wage sector. In the corporate sector, civil
services, army, and multi-nationals, currently a
monthly package for Rs. 100,000 is standard for
mid-level professional and managerial staff, in
stark contrast with (and 140 times of) the mini-
mum wage of Rs. 7,000 for unskilled worker.

There are disparities in wages between urban
and rural areas and between districts. Urban-
rural wage differential was noted at 0.70 in
2005-06. Gender-based wage differential was
even higher and stood at 0.64 in the same peri-
od.  Official data indicate that women earn
about half of men's earning. In agriculture sector
monthly wages of male workers are cited as Rs.
5,927 and of women Rs.2,972. In manufactur-
ing, women make Rs.2,912 per month and men
get Rs.7,385.  

3. Wages and Collective
Bargaining in the Power Loom
Sector
The silver lining in this grim scenario, however, is
the emergence of sector-based, issued-oriented
collective resistance/bargaining initiatives in the
informal sector. Initiatives focusing on wage fix-
ing include concerted struggles of power looms'
workers in Faisalabad (Punjab) and Karachi
(Sindh) and the brick kilns workers in Multan
and Sahiwal (Punjab) and Shahdadpur (Sindh). 

Mention is to be made of the struggle of one mil-
lion tenants/share croppers working on the farm
lands owned by the Punjab government but
unconstitutionally controlled by the military. Led
by the Anjuman-e-Mazarain Punjab (Tenants
Association Punjab), the 10-year old movement
has focused on land rights, in Okara and
Khanewal, with its popular slogan Maliki ya
Maut-ownership or death-and has continued its
resistance, refusing to pay the share to the mili-
tary.  Similarly, the campaign of the Pakistan
Fisherfolk Forum (Sindh) on rights on water
resources has resulted in enhanced earnings of
inland fish workers. The fishers got back the con-
trol of water bodies in Badin district from the
para-military forces who were forcibly buying
fishermen's catch at very low price.
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Among these initiatives, the case of Faislabad
power loom workers is discussed in detail to
explore strategies adopted by the movement
and to recommend indicators for future direc-
tion for similar nascent initiatives. The power
loom workers initiative in Faisalabad is selected
for its broad-base (more than 25,000 members),
its focus on minimum wages revision and social
security provision, and its continued struggle
(since 2003) despite constraints.

Collective bargaining for wages 
Weaving is an important sub-sector of the textile
industry in Pakistan and the share of small
power loom units is high with a total of 360,000
units  in operation in the informal sector in dif-
ferent cities employing a significant workforce.
Long working hours, poor work conditions, low
wages, lack of health and safety measures and
lack of social protection characterize this sector.
Wages are based on piece-rates that vary with
quality of cloth and machine, and are paid fort-
nightly or weekly.

Faisalabad, the third largest city of 5.5 million is
the hub of cotton textile production. Of this, 3.5
million people are directly or indirectly earning
their livelihood from the sector and 500,000 are
estimated to be working in big and small power
loom factories spread all over the city. An infor-
mal labour union-Labour Qaumi  Movement
(LQM)--emerged in 2003 when a few labour
activists took to mobilizing power loom workers
for collective bargaining with the Powerloom
Owners' Association and the District
Government. The Movement has retained its
informal characteristic as it is not yet registered
under any law but has gained recognition at the
state level due to its numerical strength.

The movement was strengthened with the induc-
tion of 40 labour councilors and 2 union council
nazim, or deputy mayors, in local government
who won election in 2005 with the support of
Labour Qaumi Movement. In September 2005,
LQM initiated its first all-out campaign for revi-
sion of wages and social security benefits and
succeeded in negotiating a tri-partite agreement
for 20 per cent increase in piece rates and reg-
istration of workers with the social security insti-
tution. During the same year, Labour Quami
Movement members, allied with textile workers
in other parts of the country in an effort to form
industry-based union to fight collectively for their
rights. The effort failed for various reasons,
including geographical distances, regional varia-
tions and ethnic divisions, but several linkages

among power loom unions in different cities
were developed.

Persistent struggle, strategized through expand-
ing membership-base, alliance-building and sup-
port-seeking with informal labour organizations
and unions,  and carried forward through protest
rallies, strikes, press conferences, workers' sem-
inars and dialogue with district and provincial
governments, showed some results when in
March 2006 the District Human Resource Board
(DHRB), Faislabad, accepted workers' demands,
after their prolonged hunger strike, for enhanced
rates, issuance of social security cards, weekly
paid holiday and registration of power-loom fac-
tories. A special pay committee was constituted
to evolve a formula for increase in wages. Per
meter rates of different categories of cloth were
enhanced and notified. While some of the power
loom owners implemented the new rates, the
majority did not. In the absence of effective
labour inspection, there was no significant
change in wages or over all working conditions. 

A political achievement of the workers in 2006
was the transfer of the Director Labour
Department, Faisalabad, who had adopted a
harsher attitude towards workers after the
acceptance of their demands. This came about
after the workers took over the Labour
Department premises and locked the officials in
one room for 6 hours. State officials had a dia-
logue with the workers and consequently the
director was transferred. The replaced director
was said to be responsive to the needs and com-
plaints of workers and on occasion took to task
the employers on violation of laws.  Another
important achievement cited by the LQM, was
the changed attitude of law-enforcing personnel.
Previously the police used to harass, detain and
register FIR (first information report) against
worker unlawfully. The increasing strength of
power loom workers led to the counter forma-
tion of the Alliance of Faisalabad Power Loom
Owners' Association which sought solidarity with
the All-Pakistan Cotton Power-looms
Association.

The LQM, with a 25,000 strong membership,
continued to rally for implementation of
enhanced rates of minimum wages and for fur-
ther revision during 2007-08. The LQM was able
to negotiate a 15 per cent increase in piece
rates after the federal government revised the
monthly minimum wage in July 2008 to Rs.
6,000. According to the LQM, after the revision,
the workers were earning in 2008-09, on aver-
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age, a monthly income between Rs. 6,000 and
Rs 7,000 but putting up a labour up to 14 hours.
Also, not all the power loom owners implement-
ed the revised wages. This led to increasing inci-
dents of confrontation, including physical abuse,
between workers and power loom owners. The
LQM advocated for revival of labour inspection.
Chairman Punjab Minimum Wage Board acced-
ed that abolition of inspection (by the
Government of Punjab in 2003) was a major rea-

son for non-implementation of minimum wage
law.  The Punjab Government agreed in principle
to restore the system in October 2008 but no
change came about on the ground.

In mid 2009, the LQM served a legal notice to
the power loom owners for violation of minimum
wages and other labour legislation but there was
no outcome due to the powerful nexus between
industrialists-politicians-judiciary. In July the
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Box  The  LQM  strategies  
The strategies adopted by the Labour Qaumi
Movement differ significantly from the way tra-
ditional, formal, registered trade unions oper-
ate in the country. The trade unions in the for-
mal sector do not strategize rank and file cadre
to expand its base hence their membership
remains restricted. Secondly, the registered
trade unions have no strategies to include the
informal sector workers. Thirdly, the trade
unions avoid confrontational tactics because of
their political affiliations and vested interest.
The strategies adopted by the movement can
be summarized as below:

acquiring formal organizational structure
on the pattern of a trade union (though 
not a legal entity); 
expanding membership base and 
establishing units in other cities (Toba 
Tek Singh, Jhang, Gojra) in Punjab and a
few cities bordering with North West 
Frontier Province (Chakwal, Haripur);
holding formal training sessions, group 
discussions and public seminars with the
support of civil society organizations, 
human and labour rights groups;
providing solidarity support to workers in
other sectors in the city (i.e. wood
industry workers, brick kiln workers;
building linkages with trade union 
federations, labour organizations and 
left-wing political parties (i.e. National 
Trade Union Federation Pakistan 
(NTUFP), Pakistan Institute of Labour 
Education and Research (PILER); Labour
Education Foundation; Labour Party 
Pakistan (LPP);
soliciting and participating in tri-partite 
consultations (state functionaries, 
employers, workers);
advocacy and linkages with the 
Provincial and District Governments;
linkages with media;
adopting confrontational tactics (sit-ins, 
rallies, lockouts, hunger strikes).

The level of change in terms and conditions of
work by and large in the power loom units in
Faisalabad cannot be ascertained. Due to lack
of research on the status of paid minimum
wages in the pre and post-revision phases, it
cannot be established how many looms pay
according to stipulated piece rates or what is
the extent of violation by power loom owners
despite notification by the provincial govern-
ment on minimum wage enhancement, though
according to the LQM, most of the workers are
getting enhanced wages.

The movement, however, has endowed workers
with political consciousness, education and
information on existing legal mechanisms (i.e.
minimum wages law, social security provisions)
to claim and access (where possible) rights at
work place conferred by the state.

A cursory analysis of tri-partite consultations
solicited by the LQM, particularly of the role of
the district and provincial governments--as
gleaned from the media and the LQM informal
documentation--reveals existence of space,
within the legal framework, that the state
machinery is willing to accede in favour of
workers. Each round of consultation resulted in
enhanced rates agreed upon by the two warring
parties. The Labour Department solicited the
LQM support in data collection of power loom
units and the workforce. The state functionar-
ies accepted the wrong done by the ban on
labour inspections and acknowledged it as the
main factor in deteriorating labour conditions.
There is a possibility that labour inspection sys-
tem is restored in future as Pakistan textile
industry struggles to catch up the market it is
losing. An important aspect to emerge is the
increasing awareness within the labour depart-
ment on its lack of capacity to implement and
monitor labour standards in an environment of
constraints and anomalies, pressures for social
compliance by international buyers and an
expanding work



LQM gave a strike call and production in almost
75 per cent of the city's power loom units was
suspended. On the district government's inter-
vention and assurance, workers went back to
work after 2-day strike to find out the owners
had closed down the units accusing workers of
violence. The LQM took to organizing regular
public meetings (with participation of  up to
4,000 workers) in the city that made the provin-
cial government institute a tri-partite committee
to avoid confrontation between workers and
employers in the backdrop of overall deteriorat-
ing law and order situation, secular strife and
acts of terrorism in the country. In a final settle-
ment, power loom owners agreed in August
2009, on enhanced piece rates that would trans-
late in to additional Rs 1,500 in the monthly
income of a worker on an average. (It is to be
noted that in 2009 the federal government has
not revised the monthly statutory minimum
wages). This gain did not come easy: many LQM
activists were arrested and implicated on false
charges during the struggle. In addition, long clo-
sure of production units meant no wages and
severe hardships to the working communities. 

In July 2010, the national minimum wages were
raised to Rs. 7,000 per month. The LQM took up
t

Outcomes
The LQM is not registered under labour (or any
other) law but has an organizational structure
comprising executive committee and general
body. It has 25,000 members many of whom
paid initial membership fee of Rs. 120 and pay
a monthly fee of Rs. 10. According to the LQM,
its campaign, since 2005, has led to the regis-
tration of 850 small power loom units (out of
approximately 1250 units) under the Factories
Act 1934, benefitting 30,000 workers who are
issued the social security card by the Punjab
Social Security Institution.  According to the LQM
representative, after the tri-partite consultation
and the formation of a tri-partite monitoring
committee, the provincial Labour Department
sought LQM's assistance in data collection of
the number of power loom units in the city and
the number of workers. Thereafter, members-
volunteers of 14 geographical units, formed by
the LQM in the city of Faislabad, prepared the
lists of power loom units in respective areas for
the Labour Department. 
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