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The district hokim appointed the head of the tax authority to oversee [farms in my 
area]. He sends his employees and they come and demand that we work. If you tell 
them about your problems and ask for help, no one will come, no one will ask you 
about your problems, they will only demand the cotton quota when the time comes. 
Last year, when the ILO came [the tax authorities] scurried away and we felt relief. 
But they sent the ILO away with lies and cover up. The credit farmers receive is 
spent [by others] before it even gets to the farmers. We want farmers to have full 
freedom. Land, and the right to decide what to grow on the land, should be given to 
farmers. And no one should interfere in my business. But there are no farmers who 
can demand this without fear.”
			  Farmer, Turtkul district, Karakalpakstan, June 21, 2018

Farmer’s Field camp, Khorezm Region, June 2018.

Most Public Sector Employees Freed from Spring Cotton Work
In 2018 the Uzbek-German Forum found that the government did not forcibly mobilize 
health and education workers to the cotton fields en masse during the spring cotton field-
work season. Although the Uzbek-German Forum documented several cases of forced 
spring cotton fieldwork by technical staff of schools and health institutions, the majority of 
education and health workers interviewed said that, for the first time in years, they were 
not sent to work in the cotton fields in spring 2018. Spring cotton fieldwork, including field 
preparation, planting, thinning, weeding, and topping, usually starts in April or early May, 
depending on the region, and can last from one to two months. For years the government 
forced education and health workers and some other public sector employees to perform 
this fieldwork for no pay and under threat of penalty, including dismissal from their jobs.1 

The majority of farmers interviewed said that the government still requires them to grow 
cotton and wheat, even when these crops are not profitable for them, and that local au-
thorities, including law enforcement, control every aspect of the process and hold them 
accountable for meeting their production quotas. Farmers who do not meet their cotton 
quotas can have their land taken away and face other consequences, leading them into 
debt. Farmers in Karakalpakstan faced especially difficult conditions and complained that 
despite poor soil quality, lack of water, and high labor costs, they were still required to grow 
cotton and would be punished if they do not meet their quotas.

In 2017 and 2018, the government of Uzbekistan has made public high-level commitments 
to end forced labor in cotton production. These include president Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s 
pronouncement at a May meeting of central and regional officials that “public organizations 
should never even touch cotton….We don’t need child and forced labor.” He also announ-
ced a directive to the prime minister to take necessary measures to ensure that no workers 
in the public  sectors participate in cotton production.2 

In April this year, Mirziyoyev ordered officials to stop using public employees and students 
for street cleaning, repairs, and other “public” work, a message reiterated by Prime Mini-
ster Abdulla Aripov at a meeting with regional and district officials.3 In Fergana region, all 
but one public sector worker interviewed said that since these measures, their employers 
had stopped requiring them to participate in forced labor including in the cotton fields.4 In 
several other regions however, public sector employees, farmers, market and factory em-
ployees, and three schoolchildren said that although they did not have to work in the cotton 
fields in spring 2018, government officials continued to force them to work involuntarily, for 
no pay and under threat of penalty, in other sectors or withheld money from their salaries 
to pay for such work.5 These sectors include silk cocoon production and harvesting, “pu-
blic” works such as street cleaning, and the village improvement program “Obod Kishlok 
[Well-Maintained Village] decreed by Uzbek president Shavkat Mirziyoyev in March 2018.6 

Local oficials use coercion, including threatening farmers that they will lose their land, to force farmers fullfill 
annual silk quotas. Farmers, in turn, oblige family members, or pay local laborers to assist in the cultivation of 
silkworm cocoons to meet required production quotas and avoid penalties.

Local authorities continued to include public sector employees in several regions in 
state-organized agriculture production, especially wheat. At a May 28 meeting at the Sa-
markand regional administration, hokim Turobjon Juraev assigned oversight and respon-
sibility for the wheat harvest in the Samarkand region to the heads of public sector orga-
nizations, including schools and colleges.7 A participant of the meeting, which was held 
from 9 p.m. to 1 a.m., described the tone as aggressive and said that Juraev behaved in 
an intimidating manner.8 Organizations were assigned to manage the wheat harvest in the 
most difficult and challenging districts and farms. A school director from Bekabad in the Ta-
shkent region, said that he was assigned to guard wheat in the fields: “We will answer with 
our heads if even one gram of wheat is stolen….I am ordered [to guard the wheat] and like 
a soldier I have to follow orders. It is an order from the hokimiat.”9 The director said that he 
would be punished with losing his job if he refused to guard the wheat or if any wheat was 
lost.10 

Cases of Forced and Child Labor in Spring Cotton Work
Seven monitors for the Uzbek-German Forum conducted monitoring of spring cotton field-
work in Jizzakh, Syrdarya, Fergana, Andijan, Khorezm, and Tashkent regions, and the Re-
public of Karakalpakstan. Monitors conducted 200 brief interviews, 70 in-depth interviews 
with farmers, education and medical workers, other public sector employees, schoolchil-
dren, labor union officials, local government and mahalla council officials. It conducted 
site visits to farms, schools, colleges, clinics, hospitals, banks, markets, local government 
agencies, and other institutions. 

The Uzbek-German Forum documented isolated cases of public sector institutions sending 
employees to work in the cotton fields at the behest of local authorities. A medical worker 
in Karakalpakstan said that he and other medical workers were required to weed cotton 
fields in Konlikul district for eight days in May during which they had to stay overnight. He 
said that “he was not brave enough” to refuse to work because his director threatened to 
fire staff who refused to participate in forced labor.11 The medical worker said that he and 
others were brought back from the fields for a day and then sent back to weed for three 
more days.12 The Ministry of Higher and Secondary Education announced that a university 
department head in Karakalpakstan was fired for bringing students to the fields to “help” a 
farmer. The statement did not explain if the university employee acted on his own initiative 
or on the orders of an official, or why the head of a university department would decide to 
involve students in agriculture.13 

Workers from a cotton factory in the city of Beruniy (Karakalpakstan) are sent to weed cotton in the area of 
Shumanai, May 25, 2018.

Several employees of a cotton gin in Beruni district in Karakalpakstan said they were being 
sent to weed the cotton fields in Shumanai, 300 kilometers away, for ten days.14 In respon-
se to a report about this, representatives of a trade union and the Ministry of Labor said the 
information was not confirmed.15 

Several non-teaching staff of schools in Bayavut district in Syrdarya, including guards, 
cleaners, librarians, and specialists said that they weeded the cotton fields for 15-20 days 
in May and June.16 They said that they and 80-90% of school technical staff worked under 
orders from the head of the district department of education, and were threatened with 
dismissal or a reduction of their hours if they refused. School staff said that they had to pay 
for their own food and received no compensation for the work.17 

An inmate of a low-security prison colony, where prisoners can work off site, said that 
he and about half of the 300 inmates worked in the cotton fields planting, thinning, and 
weeding cotton for about ten hours every day earning between 20,000 and 50,000 soum 
(approximately $2.46-6.17 US) per month.18 He said that inmates who had complained 
about working conditions and punitive measures taken against prisoners in the cotton 
fields, including beatings, had suffered reprisals such as being transferred to higher se-
curity prisons.19 International law prohibiting forced labor does not prohibit work exacted 
as part of a lawful sentence imposed by a court. However, such work must be carried out 
under the supervision of a public authority and inmates may not be hired for or placed at 
the disposal of private individuals or companies, such as cotton farms controlled by private 
farmers.20 

An Uzbek-German Forum monitor in Jizzakh observed workers, including several child-
ren, who said they were sent by their mahalla council to weed cotton. When the farmer 
attempted to send the children home, emphasizing the prohibition on child labor, other 
workers asked the farmer to allow the children to work because their families needed the 
money. The farmer agreed but directed them to work far from the road so they could not be 
seen and to hide if any observers came to the field.21 

Lack of Protection for Workers and Poor Working Conditions
The Uzbek-German Forum also found violations of decent work standards for spring 
fieldwork in a case where workers were hired privately. For example, one fieldworker said 
that a woman hired her, her two minor children, and other temporary additional workers, 
to do spring fieldwork on a farm. She complained about poor conditions and long hours 
each day. She said that although her children worked alongside her, they and several other 
children in the group who worked with their parents, were not paid.22 In a complaint the 
woman submitted to the Uzbek-German Forum she said

I was hired to weed cotton fields by a woman named Rohat. She did not pay my 
children and later kicked them out of the fields saying ‘you aren’t working hard 
enough.’ My two children and I began weeding at 7:00 in the morning. We returned 
home at 11:00 p.m. We worked the entire time in the sun; there was not a single 
shady place to get out of the sun. We had an hour for lunch but the food was very 
bad, boiled rice without meat and we all got sick from it afterward. She only let us 
leave the field after it got dark. She treated us very badly. Please help me get paid 
for my children’s work. There were 43 of us altogether including 7 or 8 children 
younger than 18.23 

Increased Prices for Cotton and Access to Cash Enabled Farmers 
to Hire Voluntary Labor
Farmers identified two major factors in their ability to use only voluntary labor in spring 
fieldwork in 2018. The first is the significant increase in the procurement price for cotton 
— the price set by the government at which farmers are required to sell their crop to the 
government. 
The government announced a procurement price of 3,555,500 soum (approximately $444 
US) per metric tonne in 2018 for first grade medium-staple fiber, the most common type of 
cotton in Uzbekistan, as compared with 1,888,130 soum (approximately $230 US) in 2017 
for the same type and grade of cotton.24 A farmer in Syrdarya said that even at this price, 
he would be happy if his cotton earned enough just to repay the credit, but that he did not 
expect to earn a profit from cotton.25 Another major development is the ability of farmers to 
receive cash from banks. The combination of these two factors gave farmers more resour-
ces for cotton production, including the ability to pay for voluntary labor for spring fieldwork 
as well as the cash on hand needed to pay workers.26 One farmer said, “I’ve said it all 
along…if there was a realistic price for cotton and if farmers had money, they could organi-
ze everything themselves [without using forced labor].”27 

Farmers sign contracts with the government to produce a specified amount of cotton and 
to allocate a certain number of hectares of their land to cotton production. They receive 
financial credit for 60% of the value of their production contracts at 3% interest.28 Previous-
ly, farmers had no autonomy over the allocation of these funds or access to cash. Instead, 
funds were allocated to earmarked bank accounts for particular needs and could only be 
used, via bank transfer, for these purposes.29 Salaries for spring fieldwork were not inclu-
ded in calculating costs of production and funds were not allocated for this purpose. In-
stead, farmers relied on their own farm staff and labor brigades allocated by local officials. 
These brigades were comprised of public sector employees, people receiving benefits, and 
others required to work by the government and received no money for spring fieldwork. 

One farmer in Jizzakh said that hiring workers to weed the cotton fields was better for 
farmers than using forced labor because they could pay a decent wage and demand high 
quality work.

100,000 soum (approximately $12.34 US) per hectare has been allocated for 
weeding three times, for a total of 300,000 soum (approximately $37 US). In 2016 
and even in 2017, the bank wouldn’t let us take more than 10,000 soum (appro-
ximately $1.66 US in 2016 and $1.25 US in 2017) per hectare. Resources didn’t 
allow it. Now for a day of weeding, farmers pay 25,000-30,000 soum (approximately 
$3 -3.70 US). People come running to farmers like that. And having a private con-
tract with each worker is better for the farmer too because it will create a demand 
for quality work. Those who came from various organizations because they were 
assigned, knowing in advance they would be paid nothing, just lazed around in 
the fields. The farmers who knew in advance that they could pay nothing could not 
demand quality work.30 

Similarly, a farmer in Syrdarya said he would hire workers to weed his cotton fields four 
times, once per month from May to August, with each weeding lasting seven to eight days 
and pay for labor using cash withdrawn from his advance. “For weeding I called first on 
my relatives, neighbors, and unemployed people nearby. I organize lunch for them in the 
fields. You need to pay them cash every day or they won’t come back. That’s why we’re 
given cash from our account. Each day, each worker receives 40,000-50,000 soum (appro-
ximately $5-6.25 US). I also paid for planting. Then we account for these expenses at the 
bank.”31 

Farmers Face Rising Costs, Poor Conditions, Government 
Pressure
Despite these positive developments, farmers also described an overall lack of autonomy 
and ongoing, intrusive, punitive oversight by local authorities, including law enforce-
ment. They said they face pressure to produce various crops and burdensome, govern-
ment-imposed cotton and wheat quotas, and suffer serious consequences for failure to 
meet them.32  In a stark example, Ozodlik reported that the chief of police in Kashkadarya 
harshly beat farmers who did not fulfill their wheat quotas and demanded they buy wheat 
from farmers in neighboring districts.33 
  
A farmer in Jizzakh region said that the hokim regularly increases farmers’ required cotton 
production quota, demands that farmers sign blank contracts for cotton production and 
increases the quota several times between planting and harvest.34 

Farmers also said that the government continues to require them to allocate a significant 
amount of their land to cotton production, although high costs and difficult conditions mean 
that many struggle to meet their quotas. Some said that even with the increased procure-
ment price they will not profit from cotton and are prevented by the authorities from choo-
sing what crops to grow, including crops that are profitable for them and appropriate for 
their land conditions.35 

The Uzbek-German Forum interviewed 12 farmers in the Turtkul, Ellikkala, and Beruni 
districts of Karakalpakstan, where the World Bank has made significant investments in 
irrigation projects that benefit the cotton sector.36 According to these farmers, despite poor 
soil quality and an extreme lack of adequate water, the government continues to impose 
cotton production requirements on them, enforced by local authorities and the newly-for-
med Farmers Council.37 Eight of the farmers interviewed said they would not grow cotton if 
they had a choice.38 These farmers also complained that banks did not issue them cash to 
pay workers for spring fieldwork and that they had to pay workers using their own cash re-
serves.39 For example, one farmer said that the bank allocated the farmer’s cotton advance 
towards repaying his outstanding debt leaving him nothing with which to hire voluntary field 
labor.40 In another case, a farmer said that the bank did not issue him cash, but issued the 
payments to fieldworkers and that the amount allocated was not sufficient for him to attract 
voluntary workers.41 Farmers explained that they were supposed to hire workers for spring 
fieldwork through the State Labor Exchange and that they were allocated 500,000 soum 
(approximately $62.50 US) per month for spring fieldwork but that the amount was not suf-
ficient. One farmer said he went from house to house to try to recruit voluntary workers but 
no one would agree to the conditions provided by the government via the Labor Exchange, 
so he had to pay for workers from his own pocket, pushing him further into debt.42 As in 
other regions, farmers in Karakalpakstan had to pay each worker 25,000-30,000 soum per 
day but in some other regions, they had difficulty attracting sufficient temporary labor from 
among their relatives and neighbors. 

They only give money for salaries in cash. The administration of the Farmer’s 
Council allocates the rest of the credit as they see fit, without even asking me. They 
don’t allocate anything for fieldwork. I pay fieldworkers the money that I receive 
for my salary, but that doesn’t even cover a tenth of the cost of weeding. I paid all 
expenses for spring fieldwork from my own pocket. I paid for weeding myself, by 
borrowing money from my relatives and selling my livestock. Nobody cares how I 
am going to find money to pay the workers. They just say ‘find it, do the work or we 
will lock you up, get rid of you.’ They only threaten and insult me.43 

As The Uzbek-German Forum has described in previous reports, the problem of forced 
labor in Uzbekistan’s cotton sector includes the situation of farmers required to produce 
cotton. Farmers described the lack of control, senseless and intrusive orders from local 
and regional authorities—for instance for all farmers in a region to grow a particular crop, 
regardless of suitability—constant extortion for “informal” payments, and lack of power in 
negotiating contracts all interfere with the development of farming in the country and im-
proving the situation of farmers.

Changes over the last year that resulted in freeing the majority of public sector workers 
from forced spring fieldwork have not extended to changing the overall vulnerable situa-
tion of farmers. Agricultural lands in every district continue to be divided into four sectors, 
each overseen by a different official who bears responsibility for delivering harvests: the 
district hokim, the head of police, the prosecutor, and the head of the tax authority. This 
means that farmers are under the direct oversight of one of these officials. Farmers, who 
are required to grow cotton even at a loss, still do not have stable funds to hire sufficient 
voluntary labor. These pressures are at odds with President Mirziyoyev’s statement that 
farmers should not grow cotton to fulfill quotas but to create jobs and increase incomes, 
indicating that actual policy has not caught up with official rhetoric.44 This gap between rhe-
toric and practice means that the positive development of freeing public sector employees 
from forced spring fieldwork in 2018 cannot be taken as a durable change or an indicator 
of future practice until the vulnerable situation of farmers is addressed.
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