Concern over absence of law on workers` rights
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ISLAMABAD, Dec 5: Seven months have passed since the Industrial Relations Act, 2008, lapsed but no other uniform labour law has so far been enforced to protect the workers` rights, leaving trade unions and the labouring classes gloomy about their future. 
Confusion and uncertainty is increasing almost by the day as three provinces have come up with their own statutes at variance with each other whereas the federal government and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa have yet to legislate on the issue.

“We are working on a labour law which will protect rights of employees associated with federal organisations like PIA, PTCL, Wapda and OGDCL. When ready, it will be tabled in the National Assembly.

“We are also in contact with Senator Mian Raza Rabbani, chairman of the constitutional reforms committee,” federal Minister for Labour and Manpower Syed Khursheed Ahmad Shah told this reporter.

When asked about the long delay, he said the legislation would be ready soon.

KP Labour Minister Sher Azam said that they would soon legislate for labourers` rights. He, however, was not happy about the devolution of the labour ministry, saying that the province would be in great loss in the distribution of assets. “We will get only 8 per cent share in the Employees Old Age Benefit Institute (EOBI) and Workers Welfare Funds due to small number of industrial units in the province, many of which are sick and closed. Pakhtuns are working in Karachi, Lahore and almost every other industrial city of the country whose shares will go to other provinces. We are in great trouble,” he said.

Terming it unequal distribution, Mr Azam said the labour ministry should not be transferred to provinces and suggested that the transfer should be delayed for a few years to enable small provinces establish industrial units and bring it a par with or near to Punjab and Sindh.

The Industrial Relations Act (IRA-2008) lapsed on April 30, 2010, creating a vacuum in labour laws and leaving workers, trade union leaders and labour officials totally confused. Punjab has issued an industrial relations ordinance. Sindh and Balochistan have passed their own industrial relations acts which cover workers` rights. But, employees of federal government and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa have no legal protection.

Ironically, workers` rights were suspended on May 1 which is celebrated as Labour Day all over the world. Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani who announced the labour policy on that day and made tall promises with the labouring class perhaps did not aware of expiry of the act which protects workers` rights.

Trade union leaders termed the announcement of the labour policy as illegal and unjustified.

“There is no justification for the announcement of policy after the devolution of the labour ministry and lapse of the very laws which ensure workers` rights. As the labour ministry has been transferred to provinces, now the latter will be responsible for their own labour laws,” said chairman of Pakistan Workers Confederation Khursheed Ahmad.

He said the 18th Amendment had created complications for labourers.

According to him, this confusion is creating problems for Pakistan at international level as well. Pakistan is member of the International Labour Organisation and has ratified ILO conventions 87 and 98 which bind the country to prepare its labour legislation in accordance with international norms and standards. There must be a uniform law with the federal government to deal with such international bodies, he added.

“We have talked to government functionaries on this issue and also written to the ILO to prevail upon Pakistani leaders to honour and fulfil their international obligations with regard to workers` rights,” the PWF central leader said.

Mr Khursheed Ahmad said that his organisation had also been trying to convince the government to bring 19th amendment in the Constitution which could remove confusion regarding labour issues or stops devolution of labour ministry.

There is also confusion regarding the National Industrial Relations Commission (NIRC). In the absence of any uniform law, it is unclear as under which laws the NIRC is supposed to take decisions. For removing this uncertainty, the Sindh High Court ruled that IRA-1969 should be followed after the lapse of IRA-2008. But later on, the Lahore High Court said that the IRA-2008 would be valid till June 30, 2011.

An NIRC official said that they were following the LHC decision but admitted that the confusion existed. The NIRC itself chose to implement the LHC verdict. When two rulings conflicting with each other came then the matter should be taken to the Supreme Court, the official said.

He said there was no uniform law and it would have a severe negative impact on the country at the world level. There were about 30 federal organisations like Wapda, Overseas Pakistanis Foundation, Pakistan Railways, PIA, PTV etc whose employees had yet to be legally protected, he said.

He further said that ILO agreements were pending with the central government and in case of any uniform labour law, Pakistan would have great problems in resolving its labour issues with world bodies. Provinces could not negotiate with ILO or other international federations, he said.

