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The Issue at Stake
Every year, the Uzbek government forces
more than one million people to work in
the cotton sector. Forced labor takes place
despite its prohibition in international
conventions and Uzbek law. The government uses forced labor to plant and weed the
fields in spring and harvest cotton in fall.
Students and public sector employees such
as education and medical workers are the
most affected groups. The forced mobilization is based on a complex system of
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top-down state control and an omnipresent
climate of fear. People who refuse to work
face penalties and threats such as expulsion
and academic failure, being fired or being
cut off from public utilities and welfare
benefits.
Although forced labor in Uzbek cotton
production has already been the subject
of international campaigns and boycotts
for years, the government continues to use
abusive practices in this industry.
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Independent Monitoring
For the past six years, the Uzbek-German
Forum for Human Rights (UGF) has independently monitored child and forced labor
in the Uzbek cotton sector. Experienced
monitors conduct research in seven regions of Uzbekistan annually, both during
the springtime period of field preparation (May-June) and the fall harvest season
(September to early November). Monitors 1)
observe and document the mobilization of
workers and conduct numerous brief interviews, 2) visit affected institutions, 3) collect
relevant documents, 4) monitor the local
media monitoring, 5) visit cotton fields, and
6) conduct detailed interviews with people
forced to work.
Most of our monitors are fluent in both
Uzbek and Russian and have a thorough
knowledge of Uzbek labor law as well as
international laws and regulations concerning forced labor. As they live in the regions
that they monitor, they have a deep un-
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derstanding of the local context including
the prevalence of fear in the population,
and have established networks of relatives,
neighbors, colleagues, and acquaintances
who provide information and are experienced in identifying the places and institutions that send workers to pick cotton, and
in conducting interviews in dangerous conditions without putting respondents at risk.
Monitors include farmers, teachers, and
journalists from local agricultural publications and several of our researchers themselves participate in the cotton harvest.
In 2016, UGF monitors interviewed more
than 250 students and employees of various
public sector institutions, visited numerous
cotton fields in seven regions in Uzbekistan,
reviewed more than 50 letters, messages,
audio and video recordings sent to UGF by
people mobilized to pick cotton, as well as
reviewed more than 100 articles on the harvest in independent and local media outlets.
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Key Findings in 2016
The Uzbek government continued to use
systematic forced labor for its cotton production in 2016. The pattern and scale of
the forced mobilization of worker remained
the same in 2016 as the previous year,
resulting in the forced labor of more than
a million people. As in previous years,
no exemptions for the mobilization were
made, e. g. with regard to pregnant women,
people caring for young children, and
people with illnesses.
We estimate that there are about one
million forcibly mobilized workers. Among
them are about 200,000 students of higher
education, at least 200,000 college students
and 600,000 employees of public and
private organizations. The harvest began

in early September and lasted until early
November, with some students and public
sector workers remaining in the fields until
mid-November when there was little cotton
left to pick and workers had to pay to cover
their food costs and to compensate for failing
to meet picking quotas.
The government again imposed quotas for
both labor and amount of cotton picked on
institutions, which passed them on to their
students or employees and enforced them
through coercion and threats of penalty.
For most people the picking quota in 2016
was 60-80 kilograms per day early in the
season, 40-60 kilograms in the middle of
the season, and declining to 10-20 kilograms toward the end.

Students
•

University students are the worst affected by the cotton harvest as they stay
in the fields for the entire harvest season of up to 2 months, longer than other
workers. This affects about 200,000 students annually. Students, the majority
of whom pay tuition, have no classes at all during this period.

•

All students we interviewed told us that they were sent to harvest cotton on
orders from officials.

•

Many students were required to sign “voluntary” letters agreeing to pick 80 kg
of cotton a day and to be expelled for failure to comply with the regulations.

•

Many students had difficulty meeting picking quotas, especially later in the
season when cotton is less abundant, and went into debt to cover their food
costs. Some students said the money owed would be withheld from their
stipends.

•

Access to higher education in Uzbekistan is limited. Universities only accept
9 percent of applicants per year and only about a third of students receive free
education. The remaining two thirds pay $1,000 to 1,500 US a year in tuition.

Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights e.V.

3

Compared to 2014 and 2015, UGF documented an increase of schoolchildren aged
14 and 15, and in some cases as young as
10, working in the fields. Child labor was
found widely in at least two regions in
Uzbekistan, Karakalpakstan and Kashkadarya, and sporadically in other regions.
Most people worked in the fields against
their will, facing penalties if they refused to
do so. The most common penalties threatened
included expulsion or academic difficulties for college and university students;
being fired from employment or facing
disciplinary measures; withholding of
child welfare and other benefits payments;
being cut off from public utilities, and in
some cases physical violence.
People could only avoid picking cotton if
they paid for a replacement worker to pick
cotton in their names. Prices for such a
replacement ranged from $50-150 US for
the season, depending on the number of
employers, the region and the quota
imposed on the district/region.

For the vast majority of public sector
employees and students, cotton picking
imposes a financial burden rather than
an opportunity to supplement their incomes. Since the price paid per kilo ($.04
US in 2016) remains the same throughout
the season, most voluntary workers want
to pick cotton early in the season, when
cotton is plentiful. By mid to late September, the amount of cotton available to pick
decreases dramatically and workers are
able to earn very little while bearing costs
for transportation, hygiene facilities, and
supplemental food.
The feedback mechanism, which consists
of complaints hotlines run by the Trade
Union Federation, which is not independent
of the government, and the Ministry of
Labor, has extremely low public confidence.
It does not provide protection against
reprisals, which is crucial in the absence
of independent courts, nongovernmental
organizations, media, and other institutions
that could help ensure its effectiveness and
transparency.
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Reprisals Against Independent Monitors and Journalists
In 2016, the government again prevented independent scrutiny of its labor practices by interfering with human rights activists, independent monitors, and journalists documenting
conditions in the country including in the cotton sector, and by destroying information
gathered. Key examples of cases of harassment of independent monitors and journalists
in 2016:
•

On October 6, police in Buka, Tashkent region,
arrested activist Elena Urlaeva, photographer and
translator Timur Karpov, and two French journalists, when they visited a cotton field. Police wiped
Karpov’s phone, which he opened under physical
threat. Police destroyed all information on Urlaeva’s
phone and detained her for 10 hours, during which
she was beaten in the presence of police by two
women and kicked by a uniformed officer.
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•

Police in Alat district, Bukhara region, arrested Urlaeva and activist Malohat
Eshankulova on October 9 for interviewing students picking cotton. They were
subjected to a strip search, detained for several hours and had all their notes
and data destroyed.

•

Police in Buka arrested Urlaeva again on November 5 when she visited cotton
fields. They held her for six hours, searched her, and dismantled her phone.

•

Uzbek officials detained German journalist Edda Schlager on November 10
and seized some of her materials, including those containing confidential
interview information. They deported her the next day and banned her from
returning to Uzbekistan for three years.

•

On November 29, officials detained, interrogated, and deported Yekaterina
Sazhneva, a journalist for the Russian newspaper Moskovsky Komsomolets,
the day after she met with Urlaeva, and banned her from returning to Uzbekistan
for three years.

World Bank Investments and ILO Monitoring
The World Bank has a long history of
investment in Uzbekistan’s agriculture
sector. It currently finances a range of
projects in various regions of Uzbekistan,
at least four of which are directly or in-
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directly connected to the cotton sector.
Following a 2013 complaint to the World
Bank Inspection Panel by victims of
forced labor, the World Bank put in place
several measures to mitigate the risk of
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these labor abuses linked to existing and
proposed Bank projects. The complaint
alleged that a Bank agriculture project
was contributing to the perpetuation of
child and forced labor. In response, the
World Bank required the government to
comply with national and international
laws on child and forced labor, commit
to establishing third-party monitoring of
labor practices in the Bank’s project areas
and to implement a grievance redress
mechanism. While these mitigation measures should be part of the World Bank’s
approach, they are not sufficient to address forced labor in Uzbekistan’s cotton
sector without the government showing
the political will to dismantle its coercive
cotton system.
The World Bank has contracted with the
International Labor Organisation (ILO)
to monitor forced and child labor in partnership with the Uzbek government.
While the ILO has an important role to
play in working with the government to
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end labor abuses, it does not conduct truly
third party monitoring in Uzbekistan and
its involvement of government and government-affiliated organizations in monitoring undermines the credibility of its
findings. Rather than implementing an
effective grievance redress mechanism,
the World Bank has worked with the ILO
to support feedback mechanisms managed
by the Labor Ministry and Trade Union
Federation, which is not independent.
The Uzbek government’s continued use of
forced labor and suppression of efforts to
monitor labor rights in World Bank project areas demonstrate a lack of commitment to the agreements it signed with the
World Bank. The World Bank, however,
has not recognized this as a breach by
Uzbekistan of its loan agreement with the
Bank and has not suspended the loan. It
contends that its dialogue with the
government on forced and child labor
has shown results, despite the continued
use of mass scale forced labor.
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