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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Anti-Slavery International was set up in 1839 and is the oldest international human rights organization in the world. Today Anti-Slavery International works to eradicate all contemporary forms of slavery, including bonded labour, forced labour, trafficking in human beings, descent based slavery, the worst forms of child labour, and forced marriage. 

This submission to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child provides information on the continued practice of state-sponsored forced child labour during the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan. State sponsored forced child labour underpins Uzbekistan’s cotton industry. Around 90 per cent of Uzbek cotton is harvested by hand and every year hundreds of thousands of children, the majority aged 12 and upwards, are forced out of school during term-time to pick cotton in order to meet state cotton quotas. Cotton picking is arduous physical work. The harvest is usually two to three months in length. The children work long hours and remain in the fields until the onset of the Uzbek winter. Every year, injuries and even deaths are reported as a result of accidents during the cotton harvesting. Children can be left exhausted and suffering from ill-health and malnutrition after weeks of arduous physical labour, and poor living conditions for those forced to stay in temporary accommodation. Despite the harsh nature of the work, threats including expulsion from school, keep children in the fields. Children who fail to meet their daily quota or pick poor quality cotton can be punished with beatings, detention or told that their grades will suffer. The practice continues to take place year after year, despite denials by the Government, and despite the raft of legislative and policy measures to address child labour reportedly adopted by the Government in recent years. 
The forced mobilisation of children by the State to pick cotton during the harvest is a clear and grave breach of Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which states that “State Parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development”.

Child labour during the cotton harvest is not a result of poverty or family need. It is not organised by, nor benefits farming families and their communities. The forced mobilisation of children is state sponsored; orchestrated by the central government, organised and enforced by the authorities, channelled through local administration, and benefits the Government. 
SECTION 7: EDUCATION, LEISURE AND CULTURAL ACTIVITIES
The Committee on the Rights of the Child, in its Concluding Observations on Uzbekistan in 2006, expressed its concern about “…the educational consequences of children working during cotton harvest season”
 and called on the Government to “Guarantee that the cotton harvest season does not compromise children’s right to education”.

The forced mobilisation of school children and students to pick cotton during the harvest takes place during term-time for two to three months. Given that both pupils and their teachers are forced to pick cotton, schools affected are effectively closed down during this period. During the 2011 cotton harvest, UNICEF conducted ‘snapshot observations’ of the cotton harvest, conducting two rounds of visits in 12 regions. They observed children between the ages of 11 and 17 years old working full-time in cotton fields across the country, predominantly supervised in the fields by teachers. The findings noted that the overwhelming majority of children observed were working a full day in the field and as a result, were missing their regular classes.
 Children are thus denied their right to an education by Uzbekistan’s practice of forced labour for the period of the cotton harvest. Research conducted by The School of African and Asian Studies (SOAS), University of London, on the 2009 cotton harvest revealed that there was a general sense among parents and teachers that the children’s education suffered, with a common refrain being “of course it would be better if the children were in schools”.
 
SECTION 8: SPECIAL PROTECTION MEASURES 
III) CHILDREN IN SITUATIONS OF EXPLOITATION, INCLUDING PHYSICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL RECOVERY AND SOCIAL REINTEGRATION 
State-sponsored forced child labour in Uzbekistan’s cotton harvest
There has been no progress towards the eradication of forced child labour in the cotton harvest since the Committee on the Rights of the Child’s 2006 Concluding Observations on Uzbekistan, where it stated that it was “deeply concerned at the information about the involvement of the very many school-age children in the harvesting of cotton, which results in serious health problems such as intestinal and respiratory infections, meningitis and hepatitis.”
 
The Committee also urged the Government of Uzbekistan:

(a)
To take all necessary measures to ensure that the involvement of school-age children in the cotton harvesting is in full compliance with the international child labour standards, inter alia in terms of their age, their working hours, their working conditions, their education and their health;


(b)
To ensure regular inspection of the harvesting practice to monitor and guarantee full compliance with international child labour standards;


(c)
To establish control mechanisms to monitor the extent of all other forms of child labour, including unregulated work; address its causes with a view to enhancing prevention; and, where children are legally employed, ensure that their work is not exploitative and is in accordance with international standards;


(d)
To seek assistance from the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC/ILO) and UNICEF in this regard.
 
Despite this, state sponsored forced child labour has continued to take place every year during the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan. Each year, Anti-Slavery International has reported on the multiple credible accounts from Uzbek human rights defenders and independent media, alongside field research by organisations such as the Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights,
 and SOAS
, confirming that during the 2008, 2009, 2010 and 2011 cotton harvests, school children and college students were forced to pick cotton by hand during term-time. Children are forcibly mobilised by regional government officials in order to fill the shortfall in voluntary adult labour and ensure that state cotton quotas, set by central government, are met. 
1. Evidence of forced child labour during the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan
Numbers involved

Around 90 per cent of Uzbek cotton is harvested by hand. It is impossible to obtain precise figures for the number of children forced to work during the cotton harvest. Journalists and human rights defenders exposing the issue have been subject to harassment and arrest, and independent monitoring is very difficult. However, it is believed that hundreds of thousands of children are involved, with estimates ranging from half a million to one and a half million.
 It is believed that children are responsible for picking at least half of the cotton harvest. 
Age of the children involved

In recent years, a pattern has emerged whereby older children, aged 15 and 16, are sent to the fields first at the beginning of the cotton harvest. Younger school children, usually aged between 12 and 14, are sent to the fields soon afterwards. In some regions younger children join the harvest at a later stage, often with the very youngest working at weekends. Students from colleges and lyceums (aged 15 to 17) are more likely to be sent to work on distant farms where they would be forced to stay for several weeks, living in temporary accommodation. 

In 2009, reports from at least 11 of Uzbekistan’s 13 regions; Andijan, Bukhara, Jizzakh, Ferghana, Karakalpakstan, Kashkadarya, Khoresm, Navoi, Samarkand, Syrdarya, Surkhandarya, and Tashkent; confirmed that school children and college students, the majority aged 11 and upwards, had been forced to pick cotton. In many regions, children between the ages of 13 and 16 years old were sent to the fields at the beginning of the harvest season in September, and younger children aged between nine and 12 years old were sent later, around 10 October.
 In Andijan, the authorities instructed parents to write a formal statement of consent that their child would be working voluntarily to “help farmers and parents” pick cotton, and that they accepted responsibility for their children’s safety and well-being.

In 2010, reports from at least nine of Uzbekistan’s 13 regions; Andijan, Ferghana, Jizzakh, Kashkadarya, Khoresm, Namangan, Surkhandarya, Syrdarya, and Tashkent; confirmed that school children and college students were forced to pick cotton, alongside their teachers, with older children sent to the fields first, followed later by younger children. In Ferghana and Namangan, human rights activists interviewed children as young as seven and eight years old who had been forced to pick cotton since the beginning of October.

“Schools and colleges are closed, and year one children stay at home while teachers and other school children work in the fields”
 

Uzbekistan Human Rights Defenders Alliance, October 2010

In 2011, once again students from colleges and lyceums (15 to 17 years), alongside University students, were sent to the fields first, followed shortly afterwards by school children, the majority 12 years old and upwards. During the 2011 cotton harvest, UNICEF observed children between the ages of 11 and 17 years old working full-time in cotton fields across the country, predominantly supervised in the fields by teachers.

Hazardous, arduous work 
The cotton harvest begins in mid September, when temperatures in the fields remain high, and takes place over a two to three month period which sees the onset of the Uzbek winter. Children pick cotton by hand and are set a daily quota by their school Head Teacher. In 2009, quotas ranged from 15kg to 70kg per day, depending on the age of the children and the stage of the harvest. Towards the end of the harvest, after the easy pickings have been collected, quotas tend to be lower.
 In 2010 and 2011, quotas were also reported to range according to age and also from region to region. In Jizzakh during the 2010 cotton harvest, for example, human rights activists reported that the daily quotas were 30kg to 40kg for school children, 70kg to 80kg for college students and 100kg for university students.
 In 2011, UNICEF noted that quotas for the amount of cotton children were expected to pick generally ranged between 20 to 50 kilos per day.

Cotton picking is arduous physical work. Children are required to stoop over to pick 

cotton buds from low, prickly stems and carry kilos of cotton in sacks carried around their backs. The children are forced to work long hours. In 2009, interviews with children and parents revealed that children were picking cotton from 8am until 4pm or 5pm and were often not given weekends off.
 In 2010 and 2011, similar patterns of long hours were documented. Many children reported that they were working from early in the morning until the evening, with working days commonly ranging from 8am until sunset.
 UNICEF’s observations of the 2011 harvest found that children worked long hours in extremely hot weather.

“Children complained to me that for four days they have been picking cotton, that their shoes are not right for working in the field, that their arms are scratched from the bushes, and that they are not given proper bags for the cotton.” 

Elena Urlaeva, Human Rights Alliance of Uzbekistan, 20 September 2010

The work can be dangerous for the children. They are not provided with any protective clothing whilst they work. In 2011, UNICEF found that pesticides were used on the cotton crop that children spent hours hand picking.
 The working conditions are poor. Each year there are reports of injuries and even deaths as a result of accidents during the cotton harvesting. There is often a lack of access to clean water whilst in the fields. During the 2010 cotton harvest in Jizzakh, human rights activists said that in many districts there was no clean drinking water available and children had to drink water directly from sewages or concrete pools. Children were also not provided with food in the fields and had to bring food from home.

Each year, problems with transportation to and from the fields are reported. In some cases the transport provided is not safe. In other cases, no transport is provided, or it is only provided in the morning and children are forced to hitch rides or walk along busy highways in the dark to get home. In September 2011, a 13-year-old boy, Bakhodir Pardaev, was left in a coma after being hit by a car while he was returning home from a cotton field several kilometres away.

“The kids have been carried like potatoes. Sixty children are placed on one truck, which operates on gas. Smoke that comes out from the truck makes it difficult to breath. Poor children! They do not have another choice other than to cope. Schoolchildren are of 8th and 9th grades. They take them to the field early in the morning and bring them back home by 9pm.” 

Teacher, Jizzak, September 2011
Children sent to work on the more remote cotton farms, usually older children from colleges and lyceums, are forced to sleep in makeshift dormitories on farms or in classrooms, in poor conditions with insufficient food and drinking water. Some recount living in barracks with no electricity, windows or doors. During the 2009 cotton harvest, Bakhtier Khamroev of the Human Rights Society of Uzbekistan told the BBC that “Children are sleeping on the floor...children and everyone else are drinking out of the trough and bathing in that same water”.
 

“Children in the 7th grade (13 years old) and older go. Younger children go only for the day – leaving for the fields in the morning and coming home in the evening. The older go for longer periods - living in empty quarters that have no water or gas. They’re poorly fed. The conditions are bad. They sleep in the cold. Rich families wouldn’t send their children – wouldn’t want them to living in these unhealthy conditions. But poor people don’t have 100-200 soum (US$.05-US$.10) to buy their way out of it.”

Resident of Khoresm, 15 September 2010

Children can be left exhausted and suffering from ill-health and malnutrition after weeks of arduous work, poor working conditions, and poor living conditions for those children forced to live in temporary accommodation. In 2011, some children reported to UNICEF observers that they had not been allowed to seek medical attention even though they were unwell.

Pay
On the world market, a kilo of seed cotton (the term for collected cotton) is worth around US$.65, with a kilo of baled cotton (refined cotton) selling for US$2. Despite this, children receive little pay. The research conducted by SOAS on the 2009 harvest found that rates of pay varied between regions as well as within regions, and also varied according to the stage of the harvest. Figures generally ranged from 60 soums to 100 soums (US$0.03-US$0.05)
 per kilo.
 In 2010 rates of pay ranging between 100 to 120 soums (US$0.05-US$0.06) per kilo were reported, and figures for 2011 were similar. Some children were not paid at all once deductions for food, supplies and transport were made. Parents note that payment often falls far below the costs of replacing clothes damaged while picking cotton. In a third of the fields visited by UNICEF observers in 2011, children stated that they were not receiving the money themselves.

“He sent his 14 year old into the fields where he worked from 8am until 5 or 6pm. When it was rainy and cold, he kept his son at home, but local officials would pressure him to work. For one kilogram of cotton, his son was paid 85 soums or about five cents, and could pick about 15-20 kilograms a day, making about 1500 soums, some of which had to be used for food.” 
 
Syrdarya region, September 2009. 

Cotton picking under threat of punishment

Threats of expulsion keep children in the fields despite the harsh nature of the work, for little or no financial benefit. Those who fail to meet their quotas or who pick poor quality cotton may be punished by beating, scolding, detention, or told that their grades will suffer. 
“We’re really afraid of getting expelled from school. Every 2 September, the first day of school, the Director warns us that if we don’t go out to pick cotton we might as well not come back to school. The school administration does everything to create the impression that the schoolchildren themselves are the ones who have decided to go out to the cotton fields. But just try to “voluntarily” not go out to the harvest! We’re all forced to obey this unwritten law.” 

Boy, ninth grade (14 years old), Kashkadaria province, 2007 cotton harvest

The coercion used to ensure that children participate in the cotton harvest stems directly from regional and local government officials, who apply great pressure on school and college Directors to meet their institution’s cotton quota, who in turn force children to work. For example during the 2010 cotton harvest, the Tashkent-based Harakat newspaper reported that the Head of the Bekabad district administration was personally checking the cotton fields and demanding daily reports from teachers on the schoolchildren’s attendance and the amount of cotton harvested.
 
“The daily quota is 75kg which was decided on by the local hokim Ahmadjon Tufilovich…Every evening a meeting is held to ensure the daily quota of 75kg…The truth is, there are cases when we are told to increase the quota. We in turn are obliged with a quota as well. I am leader of a group. Ahmadjon Tugilovich said to fulfil the targeted quota and I have to obey. Otherwise, we ourselves will be humiliated over there” 
 

Teacher, Andijan Institute of Medicine, 2011

Even when children are unwell they are forced to work. Each year, doctors have reported being told not to issue medical notes excusing children from the harvest even if children are ill or have a medical condition. 
“First of all, our sleeping area is not in a good condition. We sleep in the field farmhouse, it has neither window, nor doors. Many of us caught a cold because of a heavy draft. There is a doctor who gives us tablets when we are ill. If we have a temperature, they let us stay for a day, but then again we have to go to pick cotton the next day. With our cold we still have to work in dusty fields and get wet.” 

Student of a college in Tashkent, September 2011
Uzbek human rights activists have reported that in recent years, the cotton fields are strictly patrolled by police and security personnel in an attempt to prevent independent monitoring. During the 2010 cotton harvest, the Human Rights Alliance of Uzbekistan told the BBC that in Upper Chirchik district, close to the capital Tashkent, children had been instructed not to tell anyone that they were working in the fields picking cotton. The cotton fields she observed were guarded, “not only by policemen, but security service agents, officers from the prosecutor, and civilians in police and camouflage uniforms with transmitters in their hands. Even though it was Sunday yesterday, children and teachers picked cotton till 5pm in the afternoon. A group of law enforcement personnel supervised them.”
 

Human rights activists attempting to monitor the harvest experience harassment and intimidation. In September 2011, two human rights activists attempting to document the cotton harvest in Kashkadarya region were arrested by police and detained for several hours. Their notes were destroyed and a digital camera memory card confiscated.
 In October 2011, Elena Urlaeva of the Human Rights Alliance of Uzbekistan was detained for three hours after filming an empty school where all the schoolchildren had been sent to pick cotton. Her camera memory card was confiscated. 

Forced child labour outside of the cotton harvest

Children are also used to manually weed the fields and tend the cotton plants during the growing season. In April and May 2011, school children were reportedly forced to help farmers with tasks such as weeding and sowing. In Khojeyli, Karakalpakstan, human rights activists observed school children in the fifth grade (11 years old) and upwards working in the fields alongside college students. The school children were forced to work after their lessons, while classes were cancelled for college students. They were not known to have received any pay for their labour. In Jizzakh, schoolchildren who were forced to weed fields by hand were paid just 500 soum (US$.27) for every 300 metre long bed.
 
A convergence of evidence among international bodies
In February 2012, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Committee on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) noted the “...broad consensus among the United Nations bodies, the representative organizations of workers and employers and non-governmental organizations with respect to the continued practice of mobilizing school children for work in the cotton harvest, often under hazardous conditions…”
 
The ILO has repeatedly criticised Uzbekistan’s practice of forcing children to work during the cotton harvest. In June 2011, the ILO Conference Committee on the Application of Standards (CAS) was “obliged to echo the deep concerns…about the systemic and persistent recourse to forced child labour in cotton production, involving an estimated 1 million children.” It also expressed its serious concern at the “insufficient political will and the lack of transparency of the Government to address the issue of forced child labour in cotton harvesting.” It reminded the Government that the forced labour of, or hazardous work by, children, constituted the worst forms of child labour and urged the Government to take the necessary measures, as a matter of urgency, to ensure the effective implementation of national legislation prohibiting compulsory labour and hazardous work for children below the age of 18.
 The monitoring mechanisms of the ILO have repeatedly called on Uzbekistan to accept an ILO high level tripartite observer mission during the cotton harvest. In February 2012, the ILO CEACR noted its “serious concern that the Government has yet to respond positively to the recommendation to accept a high-level tripartite observation mission or to avail itself of ILO technical assistance”, and stated that it considered “an ILO mission to be both necessary and appropriate, to fully assess the situation of children’s engagement in the cotton sector”.
 The Government has yet to accept this request, and in its 12 September 2011 report to the ILO CEACR, stated that “it is not necessary to invite a high-level observer mission to Uzbekistan on the use of child labour, and that this should not be considered as a refusal by the Government to cooperate with the ILO”.
 
Along with the Committee on the Rights of the Child, other UN Treaty Monitoring bodies have expressed their concern about the use of child labour during the cotton harvest. On 26 January 2010, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women expressed its concern regarding the educational consequences of girls and boys working during the cotton harvest season, and requested the Government to guarantee that the cotton harvest season does not compromise the right of these children to education.
 On 7 April 2010, the UN Human Rights Committee expressed its concern “about reports that children are still employed and subjected to harsh working conditions, in particular for cotton harvesting” and called on the Government to “ensure that its national legislation and international obligations regulating child labour are fully respected in practice”.
 
The issue of forced child labour during the cotton harvest featured heavily in the 2008 Universal Periodic Review of Uzbekistan, with several States making comments and recommendations to the Government of Uzbekistan.

From 17 to 22 September 2011, UNICEF carried out observations of the use of children in the cotton harvest in Fergana, Namangan, Andijan, Navoi, Bukhara, Khorezm, Karakalpakstan, Samarkand, Jizzak, Tashkent, Surkhandarya and Kashkadarya regions. According to the UNICEF Uzbekistan Newsletter in December 2011, the results of these observations had been shared with the Cabinet of Ministers and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
UNICEF’s analysis of these observations include: 
· Children aged 11–17 years old were observed working full time in the cotton fields across the country; 
· The mobilization of children was organized by way of instructions passed through Khokimyats (local administration), whereby farmers are given quotas to meet and children are mobilized by means of the education system in order to help meet these quotas; 
· In some instances, farmers also made a private arrangement with schools to pick their cotton often in return for material resources or financial incentives for the school; 
· Children were predominantly supervised in the fields by teachers; 
· In over a third of the fields visited, children stated that they were not receiving the money themselves; 
· Quotas for the amount of cotton children were expected to pick generally ranged between 20–50 kilos per day; 
· The overwhelming majority of children observed were working a full day in the field and as a result, were missing their regular classes; 
· Children worked long hours in extremely hot weather; 
· Pesticides were used on the cotton crop that children spent hours hand picking;
· Some children reported that they had not been allowed to seek medical attention even though they were sick; 
· The only noticeable progress towards the eventual elimination of the use of children in cotton picking was observed in the Fergana region. 
UNICEF underlined that “such findings are snapshots that cannot replace substantive and independent monitoring under the auspices of the ILO, which UNICEF continues to advocate for”.
 
It is therefore evident that forced child labour during the cotton harvest continues in Uzbekistan, in clear violation of Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, whereby children are protected from “economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child's education, or to be harmful to the child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.”. Child labour in the cotton sector is not a result of poverty or family needs. It is not organised by, nor benefits farming families and their communities. It is state sponsored and the Government is the principal beneficiary. 
2. State control and coercion: the cotton industry in Uzbekistan

Cotton holds a particular economic importance to Uzbekistan. The country is the sixth largest producer of cotton in the world and the third biggest exporter, in 2011, exporting around 650,000 tonnes.
 The cotton crop generates an estimated US$1 billion annually.
The Government has claimed that almost all of the cotton produced in the country is produced on private farms and that the well developed education system is an obstacle to forced child labour.
 This statement belies the reality of the rigid state control of all aspects of the cotton industry. The Government acquires cotton by means of compulsory state purchase and holds a monopoly over the country’s exports of cotton. Inputs such as chemical fertilizers and pesticides are state-controlled, farmers are told when to sow their crop and how much they must produce. Prices paid to farmers for their crop are well below value.
 Despite a formal transition to private farms in Uzbekistan, ultimate ownership of the land remains with the state, and farmers are granted tenancy rights. It is, however, a highly insecure tenancy.
 One cotton farmer described his situation as being “like hanging between life and death”, explaining, “the Government controls our lives very tightly. If we don’t obey, we’ll end up in trouble. All we want is freedom, and state is punishing us for wanting freedom.”

The cotton harvest is a highly orchestrated regime imposed by the Government. Forced labour is an integral part of it as children and students, as well as many public sector employees and other members of the public, are forced to work alongside paid farm workers to ensure that cotton quotas are met. Cotton quotas are set for each region and regional governors (Hokims) are appointed directly by the President to ensure the delivery of their quota. The quotas are then further subdivided and enforced right through the hierarchy of state institutions. The Regional Governor then assigns to schools, amongst other public bodies, quotas for harvesting cotton. 
Given the importance of cotton to the economy of Uzbekistan, quotas are rigorously enforced. Regional Governors are held to account by the central government for fulfilling their contribution to the national target and so are highly motivated to ensure that their target is met. Farmers are subjected to threats and coercion, including arrests, beatings and threats to revoke land leases. At the beginning of October 2009 it was reported that farmers received a telegram (No. KR 03/1-732) signed by Prime Minister Mirziyaev, which read: “By October 15 of this year, all farms that have not fulfilled their contractual obligations for the sale of raw cotton will be singled out. Separate explanatory talks will be held with those farmers who have not fulfilled the harvest plan. Above all, the harvesting of cotton grown must be organized using each hour of good weather. Khokims, prosecutors and departments of internal affairs of districts must take under control those farms where cotton has not been picked and organize the final cotton harvest. In those cases where farms have not complied with contractual obligations, a schedule will be made to levy damages from them. Under the law, their land lease will be revoked.”

“The regional mayor organised a meeting. He told farmers in this meeting that if they don’t fulfil the directive plan, they all would be prosecuted as state enemies. The politics are becoming very tough these days”. 

Namangan, September 2011

Pressure is similarly applied on the Directors of schools and colleges, who face dismissal should their institution not meet its quotas. Teachers similarly fear for their own jobs should their class not meet their share of the quota, and usually pick cotton with the children. In 2011, evidence emerged of teachers and directors being threatened. In one case, eight Directors of colleges were reportedly beaten by the Mayor of Surkhandarya region on 25 October 2011 during a meeting in which the Mayor was demanding they deliver their daily cotton quota, despite it being close to the end of the cotton harvest season and little cotton left in the fields.
 Parents too have little choice but to allow their children to participate.
“The daily quota is 75kg which was decided on by the local hokim Ahmadjon Tufilovich…Every evening a meeting is held to ensure the daily quota of 75kg. The truth is, there are cases when we are told to increase the quota. We in turn are obliged with a quota as well. I am leader of a group, Ahmadjon Tugilovich said to fulfil the targeted quota and I have to obey. Otherwise, we ourselves will be humiliated over there.” 

Teacher, Andijan Institute of Medicine, 12 September 2011

The 2010 study by the SOAS found that the mobilization of children during the cotton harvest by the central state was systematic, utilizes the school system, leaves no room for children and parents to exercise choice and little agency on the part of the school authorities and even farmers. It found that right down to the individual child in the field, there is a system of quotas or orders that stipulate how much cotton should be picked, backed up by sanctions if they are not met. It concluded that “…the use of child labour remains an unspoken national policy”.

3. The government response: legal and policy framework and a failure to address forced child labour in the cotton harvest
Article 3 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography states that: 

“1. Each State Party shall ensure that, as a minimum, the following acts are fully covered under its criminal or penal law, whether such offences are committed domestically or transnationally or on an individual or organized basis: 

(a) In the context of sale of children as defined in article 2: 

(i) Offering, delivering or accepting, by whatever means, a child for the purpose of: 
c. Engagement of the child in forced labour.”
Forced labour, including forced child labour, is prohibited by Uzbekistan’s national law and international law to which it is party. Article 37 of the Constitution of Uzbekistan prohibits any form of forced labour and Article 45 guarantees to protect the rights and interests of children. Section 7 of the Labour Code prohibits forced labour and Section 138 of the Criminal Code provides that the forceful illegal deprivation of liberty is punishable with a fine of up to 50 minimum monthly wages or correction labour or up to three years imprisonment. The same action committed with the placement of a victim in conditions endangering their life or health is punishable with three to five years imprisonment.
 Uzbekistan ratified ILO Convention No.182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour in 2008 and ILO Convention No.138 on the Minimum Age in 2009.
In recent years, in response to scrutiny by UN bodies, the Government has reported a range of legislative and policy measures purported to address child labour. Notable of which, alongside ratification of the two above mentioned ILO treaties, and amongst others recorded by these bodies, include:

· The adoption in 2001 of the ‘List of Occupations with unfavourable working conditions in which it is forbidden to employ persons under 18 years of age’, which forbids children under 18 years of age from watering and gathering cotton by hand.

· A September 2008 decree prohibiting the use of child labour in cotton plantations.
 

· The adoption of the 2008 National Plan of Action to implement ILO Conventions No.138 and No.182, which includes measures to address the forced labour of children, particularly in the agricultural sector, such as monitoring of the prohibition and awareness raising.
· The establishment of an Inter-departmental working group and programme for on-the-ground monitoring to prevent forced child labour during the cotton harvest.
 
· The adoption in 2009 of the Act on Additions and Amendments to the Administrative Responsibility Code, which increased the penalties for violating labour legislation related to children, including forced child labour.
· The 25 March 2011 establishment of an Inter-Ministerial Working Group to coordinate the measures and programmes to implement the ILO Conventions and update the National Plan of Action.

· A ‘Joint Statement concerning the inadmissibility of using forced child labour in agricultural works’ adopted in May 2011 by the Association of Farmers of Uzbekistan, the Council of Trade Union Federation and the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, which indicates that any form of coercion to force children to work, by any party, including by the threat of penalties applied to them or to their parent, is inadmissible.

· An initiative by the Association of Farmers of Uzbekistan, the Council of Trade Union Federation and the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection whereby workshops were held in 11 regions between January and May 2011, to raise awareness among farmers on the inadmissibility of the use of child labour in agricultural work.

The National Report of the Government of Uzbekistan, prepared by the National Center for Human Rights in Uzbekistan, and which was not available in English at the time of writing, does not raise or address the issue of forced child labour in the cotton harvest. It provides information on the ratification of ILO Conventions, and on a range of legislative and policy measures purported to address child labour. It does not provide any information about whether the situation has changed in practice.

The evidence shows that the legislative and policy measures referred to above have had little effect on the yearly mass mobilisation of forced child labourers for the cotton harvest. There is a vast disparity between the legal and policy situation and the continued practice of state-sponsored forced child labour during the cotton harvest. The Government has not implemented its international obligations, or its national laws and policy.
The Government of Uzbekistan denies the existence of forced child labour during the cotton harvest. It alleges that such claims are politically motivated by ‘foreign actors’ to undermine Uzbekistan cotton on the international market. For example, stating to the ILO CEACR in 2010 that “the allegations concerning widespread forced labour in agriculture are an unfounded attempt by foreign actors to undermine the reputation of Uzbek cotton in the global market”. 
 The Government also states that practically all the country’s cotton is produced by small undertakings that have no economic interest in employing additional labour
. Further, that involvement of children in the Uzbek cotton harvest is merely children helping out on family farms, which is not an infringement of ILO Convention No182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour.
 In its 2011 report to the ILO CEACR, the Government stated that “the involvement of children in gathering cotton does not have a negative effect on their health or education”
 
In February 2012, the ILO CEACR expressed its “serious concern regarding the Government’s continued insistence that children are not involved in the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan”, noting the “evident contradiction between the Government’s position that children are not removed from school for work in the cotton harvest, and the views expressed by numerous UN bodies and social partners that this worst form of child labour remains a serious problem in the country.”
 It also observed that “the Government has taken significant awareness-raising and preventative measures regarding the mobilization of children during the cotton harvest. In the Committee’s view, this would appear to amount to an implicit and tacit admission that such child labour occurs within the country.”
 Despite the denials, it is evident that it is the Government itself that bears the culpability for this practice. Forced child labour in the cotton industry is state-sponsored. Children are sent to the fields to pick cotton, accompanied and supervised by their teachers, in order to meet state cotton quotas which are set by the central government and implemented and enforced by regional governmental officials. 
4. Conclusions and Recommendations
Forced child labour remains a widespread problem in Uzbekistan. Despite government denials, and in contravention of national and international law, hundreds of thousands of children are forced to pick cotton every year, as recently as the 2011 cotton harvest. This forced mobilisation of children is organised and enforced by the authorities, and channelled through local administration, in order to meet cotton quotas set by the central government. 

Forcing children to pick cotton under threat of punishment has serious consequences for the children concerned. They are denied their right to an education for the duration of the cotton harvest, as schools affected are essentially closed as both pupils and teachers are sent to the fields. Children are forced to undertake arduous, hazardous work in order to meet cotton quotas, which put their health, safety and wellbeing at risk. Each year, injuries and even deaths are reported as a result of accidents during cotton harvesting. Children are left exhausted and suffering from ill-health and malnutrition. The children and their families experience little financial benefit from their weeks of labour in the cotton fields. Despite the high price of cotton on the international market, the children receive little pay, and some receive none at all once deductions for transportation, food and water are made. 
Forced child labour therefore continues during the cotton harvest despite the concerns expressed by various UN treaty monitoring bodies including the Committee on the Rights of the Child in its 2006 Concluding Observations on Uzbekistan. Moreover, it continues in spite of the Committee’s recommendation that the Government “take all necessary measures to ensure that the involvement of school-age children in the cotton harvesting is in full compliance with the international child labour standards, inter alia in terms of their age, their working hours, their working conditions, their education and their health.”
 The current practice of the Government therefore constitutes a clear and grave breach of Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Recommendations to the Government of Uzbekistan

In view of the above, the Government of Uzbekistan is urged to:

· Publicly renounce the use of forced child labour in the cotton industry and take immediate and urgent action to end the practice;
· Provide comprehensive information on the concrete impact of the various measures taken to prohibit, and monitor the prohibition of, the use of forced child labour in the agricultural sector;

· Accept and invite, without further delay, an ILO high-level tripartite observer mission which would visit the country during the 2011 cotton harvest and would have complete freedom of movement and timely access to all situations and relevant parties in order to monitor compliance with ILO Convention No.182. 

· Accept ILO technical assistance to eradicate forced child labour in the cotton industry, including working with ILO IPEC;
· Allow independent journalists and human rights defenders unrestricted access to document the situation during the 2011 cotton harvest.

Questions or issues that the Committee may wish to raise with the Government

Anti-Slavery International would like to recommend that the Committee on the Rights of the Child, when drawing up the List of Issues, and in its subsequent examination of the State Party report:

Raise with the Government of Uzbekistan:

The continued practice of state sponsored forced child labour during the annual cotton harvest, which constitutes a grave breach of Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Call on the Government to:
· Take immediate and urgent action to end the annual forced mobilisation of children to pick cotton during the harvest;
· Provide comprehensive information on the concrete impact of the various legislative and policy measures referred to in dialogues with international bodies to prohibit, and monitor the prohibition of, the use of forced child labour in the agricultural sector;
· Accept an ILO high-level tripartite observer mission which would visit the country during cotton harvest and would have complete freedom of movement and timely access to all situations and relevant parties;

· Accept technical assistance from ILO IPEC and continue to work with UNICEF.
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