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Review of the 2013 Cotton Harvest in Uzbekistan:  
State Forced-Labour System Continues 

 
 
 
This year, the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan began in early September and ended in mid-November. The 

Uzbek government systematically forced farmers to produce state-established quotas and children and 

adults to pick cotton in one of the largest state-orchestrated systems of forced labour in the world.  

 

The government introduced extensive measures to create the impression of voluntary work in the cotton 

fields, but behind this screen, as in previous years, the government coercively mobilized over a million 

citizens, including children as young as age 15, to cultivate and pick cotton. Despite the presence of 

International Labour Organization (ILO) observers, the government silenced Uzbek human rights 

monitors through arrest, imprisonment and intimidation. Eleven citizens lost their lives as a result of the 

forced-labour system.  

 

The expected yield of the forced labour of Uzbek children and adults was 3.35 million tons of cotton.1 

The Uzbek government maintained control of land, prices to cotton farmers and all cotton sales. The 

government will only account for income from cotton in the extra-budgetary “Agricultural Fund,” to 

which only the highest level government officials have access and knowledge of how the proceeds are 

used.2 The forced-labour produced cotton from the 2013 harvest is destined primarily for firms in China 

and Bangladesh,3 and secondarily for firms operating in Uzbekistan, such as Daewoo International and 

Indorama.  

 

The extent to which the ILO and the international community can work with the Uzbek government to 

apply fundamental labour conventions depends on Tashkent. The Uzbek government’s total control over 

the cotton sector means they can end forced labour. Yet overwhelming evidence of systematic, state-

orchestrated forced labour and the government’s extensive measures to deny such human rights violations 

indicate a lack of political will to do so. More than ever, businesses and governments should condition 

use of Uzbek cotton and trade with Uzbekistan on ending forced labour, thereby creating incentives for 

the Uzbek government to work seriously with the ILO on much-needed reforms.  
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Teenager picking cotton, Andijan, October 
2013. 

This report updates the Review of the first month of the 2013 Cotton Harvest in Uzbekistan. The evidence 

presented herein on the continued use of forced labour in the 2013 cotton harvest was gathered by human 

rights defenders in Uzbekistan through interviews and observations during the harvest. They also 

reviewed government documents and collected both local and international media reports on the cotton 

harvest. Information was gathered from seven regions. Each region had a group of local monitors who 

monitored the cotton harvest from beginning to end. All interviewees had direct experience of 

participating in the 2013 cotton harvest. The interviewees were from different families and different 

schools. The teams of human rights defenders received training on monitoring and interview techniques 

by a social scientist. The monitoring teams operated anonymously for their personal protection. 

  

 

 

 

 

Systematic State Mobilization of Forced Child Labour 

As in previous harvests, in 2013 the government 

systematically forced children, primarily students from 

colleges and lyceums (aged 15 to 18), to pick cotton, under 

threat of expulsion from school. Children in Uzbekistan 

enter colleges and lyceums at age 15 or 16.4 According to 

national statistics, 1.7 million students attended colleges 

and lyceums in 2012, and over one third of the first-year 

college and lyceum students were 15 years old.5 

 

College and lyceums administrators sent their students to 

Authorities in Akkurgan, Tashkent region, issued these photos of “Brigade 105” (left) and “Brigade 132,” 
(right) that includes details of how many people worked in the brigades, how much cotton they harvested 
and which farms they worked on.  © Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights. 
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prepare the cotton fields in May in the Tashkent region.6 Beginning in August college and lyceum 

administrators around the country – who faced dismissal for failure to mobilize a sufficient number of 

students to participate in the harvest -- organized groups of students to lobby their peers on the 

importance of their participation in the nationwide, “voluntary” campaign to harvest cotton.7The school 

administrators also required parents to sign contracts committing their children to pick cotton in order to 

register them for school.8   

 

A copy of one of these letters, pictured here, stated:  

 

“I ________________, the student of course # ___ agree to 

obey all the internal rules and regulations of the college and 

to attend all the classes. I also agree to participate in cotton 

harvesting, the national wealth of our nation and sincerely 

fulfill my duty in front of my country, my nation and my 

family. I promise to earn respect of my teachers and 

administration of the college by my exemplary behaviour. I 

will follow all the safety rules. If I do not fulfill my above 

mentioned promise, I agree to be left to re- take the course 

and be penalised by all means showed in the law.” 9 

 

In spite of the government’s all-out effort to portray child 

labour in the harvest as voluntary, school administrators 

reported that it was necessary to threaten punishment to ensure that students would pick cotton.10 In 

Tashkent region, school administrators sent teachers to students’ homes to pressure families to send their 

children to pick cotton, pay 400,000 – 500,000 soums ($188 - $235 USD), or expect expulsion from 

school.11 In other regions, school administrators and teachers offered exemptions from the cotton harvest 

for 300,000-800,000 soums ($142-$378).12 On September 20, the dean of Lyceum No. 2 in Karshi 

expelled Barhayot Turaev, a 16-year old student, for refusing to pick cotton, indicating that he was 

following orders from the education department.13  

 

Student statement to voluntarily pick 
cotton, 10 September 2013.  
© Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
 

http://www.cottoncampaign.org/


November 2013 www.cottoncampaign.org  Page 4 of 27 

Mass mobilization of children began on September 10 

throughout the nation, although the extent and intensity of 

mobilization varied somewhat from place to place according 

to how district and regional government officials 

implemented orders.14  As in past years, students who were 

deployed to pick cotton far from their homes were housed in 

schools and other public buildings, yet more proof of the 

government’s continued, systematic involvement in 

mobilizing forced child labour. Administrators in the 

Syrdarya region sent all college and lyceum students to the 

fields starting on September 12.15 Of the 2,000 students of the 

Construction College in Gulistan, Syrdarya, 350 went to pick 

cotton, and the rest paid 150,000-200,000 soums ($71-$94 

USD) for exemptions.16 Jizzak colleges and lyceums sent 

their students to pick cotton in Dustlik district in early 

September.17 College and lyceum administrators in Tashkent 

region conducted a mass mobilisation of students on 

September 16.18 Tashkent municipality staff reported that colleges and lyceums sent students in shifts, 

beginning with first-year students (15-16 year olds), followed by second- and third-year students.19 

Andijan colleges and lyceums sent large numbers of third-year students to pick cotton in early October.20 

School administrators required teachers to mobilize thirty students each to pick cotton and to report 

uncooperative students to the police.21 By mid-October, college and lyceum administrators in Samarkand 

had sent all grade levels to pick cotton.22 Teachers worked as supervisors in the fields; for example, a 

college teacher from Syrdarya region supervised a group of 31 second-year students (16-17 year olds) for 

ten days, then the school administrator sent another teacher to take his place and ordered him to visit the 

homes of students who had not gone to pick cotton and send them to the fields.23  

 

A college closed for the cotton harvest, 
Kashkadarya region, October 2013. The 
sign states, “Everyone goes to the 
cotton harvest!”  
©Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
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School administrators sent schoolchildren to pick cotton in Yakkabog district, Kashkadarya region, October 2013.  
© Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 

While the government did not mobilise children 

under the age of 15 on a national scale, some 

authorities forced children as young as age 10 to 

work in the cotton fields. Administrators of schools 

No. 170 and No. 35 of Chiroqchi district, 

Kashkadarya region suspended class and sent 5th- 

and 6th-grade students (ages 10-12) to weed and 

plough cotton fields in May.24 Schools in 

Amudarya district of Karakalpakstan region also 

sent schoolchildren to weed and plough in May.25 

School administrators sent 7th-, 8th- and 9th-grade 

students (ages 14-15) to pick cotton in the Kasbi, 

Konlikol and Turtkol districts of Karakalpakstan, 

in October.26 Some schools sent students after 

Saturday classes; others sent students for 3-4 days 

at a time, forcing them to miss classes.27 Administrators of school N16 in Oltinkul district, Andijan 

region, sent schoolchildren as young as age 11 to pick cotton in mid-October.28 Doctors, themselves 

forced to pick cotton, reported seeing a group of children, apparently ages 12-14, on the edge of a cotton 

field with collection bags and accompanied by police officers, on October 15.29 Local authorities ordered 

school administrators to send schoolchildren to pick cotton in Andijan and Kashkadarya regions in 

November.30 

Mobilization of college students, September 16-
17, 2013, Tashkent region.  
© Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
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Systematic State Mobilization of Forced Labour of Adults 

In 2013, the government’s systematic use of adult forced labour affected farmers, public-sector workers, 

private-sector workers, unemployed citizens and those in receipt of public welfare benefits. Authorities 

forced pensioners, mothers and other citizens to pick cotton under threat of losing the social security 

support on which they depend. Under pressure from authorities in higher positions, administrators of 

public institutions and private business owners forced their workers to pick cotton under threat of 

dismissal from their job. University administrators forced students to pick cotton under threat of 

expulsion from university. 

 

The forced-labour system of cotton production begins with the farmers. The Uzbek government continued 

to hold farmers “effectively indentured to the state.”31 Uzbek state media confirmed that the government 

does not allow farmers to choose the crops they grow, in an announcement that the government would 

‘award’ the most productive farmers with the freedom to grow non-cotton crops.32 In May, Yangiyul 

District Department of Internal Affairs official Aziz Tashpulatov beat 63-year old farmer Tursunali 

Sadikov for arriving late to a cotton planning meeting, and the elderly farmer died of a heart attack the 

following morning.33 In Tashkent region during the harvest, authorities restrained farmers from 

participating in the weighing of cotton in their own fields, so the farmers had no way of knowing the yield 

and how much they the state owed them.34 In October, at least three farmers, Mukhtar Bekimbetov, Anvar 

Ismoilov and Khamidjon Matrizaev, fled Uzbekistan to avoid arrest and imprisonment for failing to meet 

their quotas for the cotton harvest.35  In Surkhandarya, Kizir District Administrator Olim Alimardanov 

insulted and beat Orif Ruziboyev, 29-year old farmer, for 

delivering less cotton than expected, on October 5.36 

Safarboy Karimov, a farmer from Karalkalpakstan, 

committed suicide in his cotton field for fear of the 

consequences of failing to fulfill his state quota.37  

 

Teachers and other public-sector professionals participated 

in the cotton harvest to avoid losing their jobs or salary.38 

In May, administrators of schools, hospitals, power plants 

and other public-sector institutions in Jizzak and Tashkent 

regions sent teachers, doctors, nurses and other staff to 

plough and weed the cotton fields.39 School administrators 

in Tashkent offered exemptions from springtime field work 

Prosecutor’s Office, Akkurgan, Tashkent 
region, functioning as the district 
headquarters for the cotton harvest.  
©Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights  
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for 20,000 soums ($9USD).40 Earlier in the year, the government had inserted a clause in public-sector 

contracts making help with agricultural work a condition of employment for all public-sector workers.41  

 

In August and September, public-sector administrators organized staff into shifts to pick cotton and 

docked the salaries of those not selected for field work, purportedly to hire additional workers to pick 

cotton.42 Hospitals and other health care institution administrations instructed doctors, nurses and other 

staff that they would have to pick cotton or contribute approximately half of their salaries to cotton 

collection during the harvest season or they would be dismissed.43 Nurses reported that they picked cotton 

because they could not afford to pay the exemption, which cost more than a month’s salary.44 In Tashkent 

region, public-sector administrators informed staff that they would be held to a daily cotton-picking quota 

of 50 kilograms and would have to pay for their own transportation, food and lodging during the 

harvest.45 Authorities in Surkandarya and Tashkent regions ordered public institutions and private 

businesses to pay and arrange accommodations for students forced to participate in the cotton harvest.46  

 

The tax inspectorate threatened private business owners with extraordinary investigations if they refused 

to contribute to the cotton harvest, forcing some businessmen to pay to hire day labourers to pick cotton 

in their place.47 In September, local authorities in the Tashkent region, including the Prosecutor’s Office 

and the Tax Inspectorate, convened business owners to present these demands and threaten tax penalties 

for those who failed to comply.48 Authorities in Tashkent city gave vendors operating in city parks a 

choice: pick cotton for forty days in Syrdarya region, pay 1.6 million soums, or expect criminal charges.49 

The Tashkent authorities ordered the city’s business owners to transfer money to the Mega Food Store, 

purportedly to support the purchase of food for cotton pickers.50 In Surkandarya region, authorities 

ordered private businesses with ten or more employees to send as much as half of their staff to pick 

cotton.51 In September, Trastbank sent one-fifth of its staff, and the Shurtanneftgaz gas exploration 

company sent shifts of 

800 workers to pick 

cotton.52 GM 

Uzbekistan sent 32 

people to pick cotton, 

nine of the company’s 

own employees and the 

rest hired workers.53 

 

Teachers await transportation at the end of a day picking cotton, October 2013. 
©Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
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Closed market. The sign states, “Everyone goes to the 
cotton harvest!”  
©Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 

Authorities coerced community residents to pick cotton with threats to cut their electricity and social 

welfare benefits.54 In Tashkent region, mahalla committees, the local entities responsible for distributing 

public welfare benefits, visited residents’ homes, demanded they pay 89,000 soums ($42) for the cotton 

harvest, and threatened cutting off electricity if they refused.55 In the Buka district of Tashkent region 

local authorities carried out orders to mobilize five people from each neighborhood.56 The regional 

governor of Namangan issued a public statement in September instructing mahalla committees to 

mobilize residents.57 Authorities of Zaaminksi district, Jizzak region, ordered residents to pick cotton in 

order to maintain their electricity and receive pension, child-care and other social welfare payments.58 

Police rounded up day labourers at the Koylik market in Tashkent and sent them to pick cotton, citing 

their lack of Tashkent residence permits.59 

 

In the south of Uzbekistan, the authorities began mass mobilization of public-sector workers, businesses’ 

employees, and unemployed residents to the cotton fields on September 5.60 By September 10, authorities 

had expanded the mobilization nationwide.61 

Many public institutions sent their workers to 

pick cotton for shifts of 10-15 days. 62 The 

regional governor of Namangan issued a 

statement on September 13 that all students of 

the three regional universities and all workers 

of private and public-sector institutions would 

pick cotton.63 In a statement delivered at 

Tashkent’s South Station on September 17, 

the Mayor of Tashkent ordered city residents 

to pick cotton in Jizzak region.64In Syrdarya 

region, local authorities closed markets to 

prevent people from avoiding work in the 

cotton fields.65 In Kashkadarya region, 

authorities informed residents that 

transportation, food and accommodation costs would be residents’ responsibilities, and that penalties for 

refusing to participate in the harvest would include dismissal from work, docked salary, and denied social 

welfare benefits.66 Education officials offered exemptions for 400,000 soums, and other public sector 

workers reported fees for an exemption up to 700,000 soums.67 Some citizens hired day labourers to work 

in their place, for rates that ranged 400,000 - 500,000 soums ($189-$236 USD).68 
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Quotas under the State Forced-Labour System of Cotton Production 

As in previous years, the harvest proceeded in stages, and authorities assigned daily quotas of cotton to 

individuals according to the amount of cotton in the fields. Average daily quotas required were: 

• Starting in early September, 70 kg of cotton a day;  

• October 5 - 16, 60 kg per day; 

• October 17 – 22, 40 kg per day; and 

• October 23 – November 15, 30 kg per day.69 

 

Many people were unable to pick enough 

cotton to fulfil their daily quotas and 

therefore had to pay farmers or local 

residents for the cotton they needed to 

make up the shortfall. In many cases, 

authorities also passed the cost of 

transportation and food to citizens sent to 

pick cotton.70 Some students reported that 

school officials under-recorded the weight 

of cotton delivered.71 As a result, many 

people forced to pick cotton contributed 

both their labour and their money to the 

state-controlled cotton harvest. Many who 

struggled to fulfil their cotton quotas also reported suffering verbal abuse, threats of punishment and, in 

some cases, physical abuse. 

 

Deaths resulting from the forced-labour system of cotton production 

In 2013, at least eleven Uzbek citizens died as a result of the forced-labour cotton production system:  

• Tursunali Sadikov, a 63-year old farmer from Yangiyul district of Tashkent region was beaten by 

the Head of the Yangiyul District Department of Internal Affairs Aziz Tashpulatov and died from 

a heart attack the following morning April 16, 2013. Tashpulatov beat the farmer for being late to 

a cotton planning meeting.72 

• Mukhlisa Rajabova, a 17-year old second-year student of Kashkadarya Region Agro-Industrial 

High School, died of electric shock while working in the cotton fields on September 9, 2013. 

Authorities returned her body to the family after a forensic examination, and no other 

circumstances of the case have been disclosed.73 

Weighing cotton, October 2013.  
©Association for Human Rights in Central Asia  
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• Amirbek Rakhmatov, a six-year 

old first-year schoolboy from 

Vobkent district of Bukhara region, 

died on September 15, 2013. 

Amirbek had accompanied his 

mother, and while she picked 

cotton, he fell asleep in a trailer 

and suffocated when cotton was 

loaded on top of him. They only 

found his body when they emptied 

the trailer.74 

• Kozim Omonov, a 22-year old 

fourth-year student of Karshi State 

University, and Samandar 

Nurmatov, a 23-year old fourth-year student at Karshi State University, died from stab wounds 

suffered during a fight with Akram Sadatovich Urolov, a 23-year old student of Karshi State 

University, on September 16. Urolov knifed Omonov, Nurmatov, 25-year old Zafar Tukhtaev and 

24-year old Vokhid Qodirov during a fight over cotton quotas. Tukhtaev and Qodirov were 

hospitalized.75  

• Malika Embergenova, a 17-year old second-year student at Nukus City Medical College No. 1, 

hanged herself on September 23, 2013, in the village of Atakul, Tahtakupir District, 

Karakalpakstan.76 The college had sent Embergenova to pick cotton and stay in the village during 

the harvest.  

• Zulajkho Jergasheva, a 30-year old teacher at school no. 55 in Samarkand region, died in a car 

accident while returning home from picking cotton. Ms. Jergasheva had stayed near the cotton 

fields for five days and was driving home to visit her two small children.77 

• Khayrulla Nurmatov, a 31-year old resident of Tashkent region, died after an epileptic seizure on 

October 4, 2013, in a cotton field in Dustlik Districk, Jizzak region. Nurmatov was picking cotton 

in place of Dustmurod Abraev, a surgeon of Clinic No. 49 in Yunusobod District of Tashkent 

City, who had hired Nurmatov to replace him in the cotton fields and pick his quota.78 

• Safarboy Karimov, a 38-year old farmer from Karakalpakstan, hanged himself in his cotton field, 

on October 17. Three days prior, authorities scolded him for not meeting his quotas for cotton and 

wheat.79 

Trailer taking cotton from the field, October 2013.  
© Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
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• Erkinboj Yoldashev, a 16-year old first-year student at the Urgench Industrial High School, died 

of a heart attack on the evening of October 21, 2013, in the village of Galaba of the Urgench 

District of the Khorezm Region.80 The school administrators had sent Erkinboj to pick cotton in 

mid-September.81 In an interview the day of the tragedy, Erkinboj’s mother said Dilfuza 

Jumaniyozova expressed grief and outrage: “He died at 10 PM, and they came at 5 a.m. saying, 

‘Your child is dead. He’s in the morgue,’ and ran away. None of them visited us since then. If my 

child dies, why don’t they call for me right away? Why did they inform us only after my son had 

undergone an autopsy? Why did they do this to my child?”82  

• Zulfira Akhmedova, a third-year student at Andijan State University, died on October 25 from 

stab wounds, inflicted by a day labourer who accused Ms. Akhmedova and her mother of 

underpaying him for picking the daughter’s quota of cotton. Authorities denied Ms. Akhmedova a 

medical exemption, even though she presented a certificate from the medical advisory board 

stating that she was unfit to work in the cotton fields.83 

 

Hazardous Conditions 

In addition to the fatalities, the Uzbek government forced 

children and adults to pick cotton in hazardous conditions. 

The authorities denied virtually all requests for medical 

exemptions and ignored health risks.84 In early September, 

authorities ordered citizens to manually spray defoliants on 

the cotton fields, without personal protection equipment or 

training.85 In October, a teacher suffered severe back 

injuries incurred by lifting bags of cotton day after day, 

following orders to weigh cotton picked at a farm in 

Syrdarya region.86 People forced to pick cotton around the 

country, of all ages, reported a lack of potable water at the 

fields, despite extreme heat at the beginning of the harvest 

and 10-hour work days throughout the harvest. 

 

Citizens forced to pick cotton also reported unhygienic 

conditions at the accommodations arranged by authorities 

near the fields.87 Accommodations were in school 

gymnasiums, hallways and classrooms and unused 

Accommodations for children and adults 
sent to pick cotton in Syrdarya region, 
September 2013.  
© Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
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Delivering cotton to the trailer, October 2013. © Association for Human Rights in Central Asia 

buildings in the countryside. Adults and children often slept on the floors and reported a lack of washing 

facilities, heat, electricity and adequate food. A week into the harvest, children from Colleges in Tashkent 

fled the cotton fields because of the poor living conditions. Those with resources paid local residents 500-

1000 soums ($0.23 - $0.47) per night to sleep in their houses Many students fell ill and were sent home 

early.88 

 

State Interference with ILO Monitoring and Repression of Independent Uzbek Monitors 

The Uzbek government took extensive measures to conceal its continued use of forced labour from the 

international community in 2013.  

 

The government continued to deny forced labour and misrepresented international organizations to 

support its claims. In public testimony before the United States Trade Representative in March 2013, the 

Uzbek Ambassador to the US denied that there was forced labour in the cotton harvest.89 In June, in 
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public comments made on the floor of the International Labour Conference, the Uzbek government 

misrepresented UNICEF’s program in Uzbekistan and claimed to quote a UNICEF report, stating, “the 

outcome of monitoring exercises carried out by UNICEF in 2012, in which investigations confirmed that 

in all 13 regions none of the 3.5 million pupils were obliged to participate in the harvest.”90 UNICEF 

corrected the record immediately after the Conference, reporting, “UNICEF’s observations do confirm 

that forced child labour in Uzbekistan remains a major and extensive problem as it observed in 2012 the 

mass mobilization of senior secondary school students for weeks at a time in the cotton fields. Fewer 

children from primary and junior secondary school were observed in the fields.” 91 

 

In Uzbekistan, the GOU intensified its efforts to deny forced labor by attempting to create the impression 

that work in the cotton fields is voluntary. In January, the government inserted a clause in contracts for 

public-sector workers making work in the cotton harvest a condition of employment. Leading up to the 

harvest, school administrators required students and parents to sign commitments at enrollment that 

students would pick cotton. Throughout the country, authorities instructed children at schools and adults 

in their workplaces and communities to report to foreigners that they picked cotton “voluntarily” and “for 

the love of the motherland.” 

 

Finally bending to pressure from the international community to accept an ILO observer mission during 

the cotton harvest,92 the Uzbek government invited the ILO to conduct joint monitoring of the cotton 

harvest. Noting that Tashkent’s continued denial of forced labour, the Cotton Campaign publicly 

highlighted measures to secure space for the ILO to conduct monitoring, including oversight by the 

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) and International Organisation of Employers (IOE), 

independent civil-society participation, a mandate to address forced labour and child labour and public 

reporting.93 Yet from the outset, Tashkent asserted its position and limited the ILO monitors’ ability to 

fully examine forced labour. The ITUC and IOE were excluded, and government officials and 

representatives of the state-controlled trade unions and employers’ federation on the monitoring teams 

wound up outnumbered ILO personnel by 4:1. The ILO mission’s scope was limited to the worst forms of 

child labour. The Intergovernmental Working Group accompanied the ILO monitors and consisted of the 

Uzbek government, the Federation of Trade Unions of Uzbekistan (FTUU) and the Chamber of 

Commerce of Uzbekistan. Neither the FTUU nor the Uzbek Chamber of Commerce constitute legitimate 

representatives of workers and employers, respectively, nor are they affiliated to the ITUC and IOE. In 

fact, the representative of the FTUU to the International Labour Conference is a government official and a 

member of the Uzbek cabinet.94  
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When the ILO monitors arrived in September, 

government authorities throughout the country had 

already instructed citizens to report to foreigners that 

they picked cotton “for the love of the motherland.”95 

Even private business owners in Tashkent region 

followed orders to instruct their staff to respond to 

questions from the ILO mission by stating that they 

picked cotton “voluntarily, to raise the economy of 

the country and work hard for our motherland.”96 

Education officials instructed students to report being 

over age 18 if they are asked by foreigners while 

picking cotton and returned students from the cotton 

fields to schools in anticipation of visits by the ILO.97 Fergana regional authorities ordered all residents to 

have children pick cotton away from main highways.98 In advance of an ILO visits to colleges, school 

officials sent the students back to school from the cotton fields.99 A student wrote to Radio Liberty, “I am 

first-year student from Samarkand Judicial College. We were also sent to pick cotton. Our teachers told us 

that if the Commission comes we should say that we are second-year in the college. What is happening? It 

seems illegal.”100 

 

While partnering with the ILO to conduct monitoring, the Uzbek government also continued to intimidate 

and detain Uzbek citizens seeking to document and report on government-orchestrated forced labour. 

Authorities arrested and detained independent journalist Sergei Naumov, who had frequently reported on 

forced labour and other human rights violations, for 12 days, during which time they denied him access to 

his lawyer and family.101 The Bukhara City Criminal Court sentenced Bobomurad Razzakov, a farmer 

and human rights activist who has frequently represented fellow farmers’ interests before the prosecutor’s 

office, to four years imprisonment on politically motivated charges of ”human trafficking.”102 In Jizzak, 

authorities took human rights activist Uktam Pardaev into police custody and then placed him under 

house arrest, following his meeting with a visiting delegation from South Korea. 103 Authorities also 

detained Pardaev incommunicado during the 2012 cotton harvest, following his reports on forced child 

labour. 104  

 

Observing the fate of citizens who raised their voices, many Uzbek citizens were unable to be fully honest 

with ILO monitors. As one citizen wrote, “We are aware of our rights but cannot do anything to exercise 

them. Our state itself sends people to pick cotton and acts as a mafia. Today before we were sent to the 

Police office to oversee the cotton harvest, 
Syrdarya region, September 2013.  
© Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights 
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Teenager picking cotton, 
October 2013,  
© Association for Human Rights 
in Central Asia 

cotton fields the authorities told us that representatives of international 

organisations might come and ask us questions, and that we must answer 

that we came to the cotton harvest to help out the state. In these 

circumstances, no one will tell the truth in the presence of government 

officials.”105 

 

At the conclusion of the ILO Mission, the Uzbek government and ILO 

monitors produced an Information Note, a preliminary statement about 

the mission. Despite the limitations imposed on the monitoring mission, 

the Information Note importantly highlights the importance of the Uzbek 

government accepting technical support from the ILO for the effective 

implementation of Convention 105. ILO Convention 105 prohibits 

forced labour and was ratified by the Uzbek government in 1997. 

Unfortunately, the mission’s preliminary statement stopped short of concluding that there is systemic use 

of forced child labor. While it reflects the limitations on the mission, this initial assessment contrasts the 

voluminous, concrete evidence disseminated by the Cotton Campaign and its coalition members 

throughout the harvest and compiled in today’s report.  

 

In a continuation of its efforts to conceal its use of forced labour, Tashkent has already sought to take 

advantage of the Information Note, sending a doctored version to international financial institutions as 

alleged proof that there is no major child labor problem in Uzbekistan. Strikingly, the government’s 

doctored version blamed the victims, adding text not contained in the ILO monitors’ version: “Cases of 

child labor took place during the harvesting a very limited quantity [sic]. These cases were initiated by the 

children themselves and their parents-farmers, government agencies were not involved.” 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations:  

State-sponsored forced labour in the cotton industry by both children and adults remains a serious, 

systematic and continuous violation of fundamental labour rights in Uzbekistan. The government’s use of 

forced labour in the cotton industry violates Uzbekistan’s own national laws, and its obligations under 

international labour conventions.  

 

In view of the above, the Cotton Campaign urges the Government of Uzbekistan to:  

1. Publicly renounce the forced labour of children and adults in the cotton industry and take 

immediate and time-bound actions to end the practice. 

http://www.cottoncampaign.org/
http://www.cottoncampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Mid-harvestReview2013CottonHarvest_in_Uzbekistan2.pdf
http://uzbekgermanforum.org/category/cotton-chronicle/
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2. Investigate and hold accountable under legal due process all officials found to have violated 

national law by mobilizing forced labour during the 2013 harvest. 

3. Invite an ILO high-level tripartite monitoring mission to visit the country during the 2014 cotton 

harvest, with complete freedom of movement and timely access to all situations and relevant 

parties, in order to monitor compliance with ILO Conventions No.105 and No. 182, under terms 

that include:  

a. Tripartite oversight and selection of monitors by the ILO, IOE and ITUC;  

b. Participation of independent Uzbek civil society;  

c. Unfettered access for monitoring all situations related to the cotton industry;  

d. Examination of multinational enterprises operating in the cotton and textile industries or 

otherwise involved in the cotton harvest; and 

e. Public reporting of the findings and recommendations. 

4. Accept technical assistance from the ILO and other United Nations agencies to eradicate forced 

labour, including ending the state-order system of cotton production and enabling farmers to hire 

labour in conditions respecting fundamental rights at work.  

5. Provide comprehensive information, as requested by the Committee of Experts on the 

Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) and Committee on the Application 

of Standards (CAS), on the concrete impact of various measures taken to prohibit and monitor the 

prohibition of forced labour. 

6. Allow independent journalists and human rights defenders unrestricted access to document the 

conditions during the 2014 cotton harvest and as needed according to their discretion. 

 

When the ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations 

(CEACR) 106 reviews the ILO mission report, they will also review information from the ITUC and IOE. 

We encourage the CEACR to consider the full range of evidence available and to set the record straight 

by making clear that again this year the Uzbek government required farmers to produce cotton and 

mobilized Uzbek children and adults in one of the largest state-sponsored systems of forced labor in the 

world. 

 

Unfortunately this year the Uzbek government has not demonstrated sufficient political will to end forced 

labour. Instead, the government continued the practice, interfered with the ILO monitoring mission, and 

repressed citizen monitors. It is incumbent on businesses, investors and governments to reduce the 

incentives for the Uzbek government to continue its forced-labour system. To do so, we call on the US 

government and European Commission to urge the Uzbek government to follow the recommendations 

http://www.cottoncampaign.org/
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outlined herein. To avoid forced labour in their supply chain, as called for by the business and human 

rights guidelines of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, we call on companies 

around the world to cease business with the Uzbek cotton industry until the Uzbek government stops 

forced labour.  

 
 

http://www.cottoncampaign.org/
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Map of abuses in the 2013 Uzbek cotton harvest  

The map below depicts each confirmed incident documented in reports from human rights monitors, 

articles in the press, and from observations e-mailed directly by Uzbek citizens. For an interactive version 

with descriptions of each incident that will be updated throughout the rest of the harvest, visit: 

https://mapsengine.google.com/map/edit?mid=zDroh0p5_oqk.kt6TkKo14O_A  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.cottoncampaign.org/
https://mapsengine.google.com/map/edit?mid=zDroh0p5_oqk.kt6TkKo14O_A
https://mapsengine.google.com/map/edit?mid=zDroh0p5_oqk.kt6TkKo14O_A
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