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If we agree that all human rights are to be achieved for all, then international solidarity amongst labour is now more critical than ever before. 
Religious fundamentalisms and accompanying militarisation make the poor a growing instrument and target of social violence. Adding billions more to the billions already spent on conventional arms, the reckless decision of India and Pakistan to go nuclear has magnified current mass deprivation and the threat of impending mass disaster for people of the entire region. The adoption of neo-liberal agendas of global economic growth continues to systematically exclude hundreds of millions of children, women and men from basic rights in life and livelihoods – a cruel parody of which is exemplified by accumulating stocks of grains by the state even as millions go hungry.
Since the state privileges capital and market, countervailing collective power of workers is necessary to ensure both opportunities for decent livelihoods and the ability to take advantage of such opportunities. In the increasingly privatised economies of the region where the State withdraws from even the semblance of social protection, citizens need the power of collective bargaining even more. 
Militarisation of the market is a new phenomenon. It is apparent in the expanding direct role of the armed forces in administration of public infrastructure and services. More insidious is the offer to protect privatized public organizations. Through foundations and banks, the armed forces have directly become major investors in a range of seemingly private enterprises. It is an irony that Pakistan has further diluted the already weak framework of mobilisation and organisation in the new Industrial Relations Ordinance (of 2002). This is an ill-omen for other countries that are also revising such legislation since all states have succumbed to global capitalism and the accompanying renewal of US imperialism.

Globalisation
The two most important developments in the post-Cold War world have undoubtedly been the complete globalisation of the world economy on the one hand and its increasing regionalisation on the other. The establishment of a single European Union, the creation of ASEAN in South East Asia, the establishment of SAARC in South Asia and, more recently, of NAFTA in North America and APEC in the Pacific region are instances in point. 

The creation of regions for economic cooperation has definitely been the most positive development in that it provided opportunities to the hitherto warring societies to enter into a mutually beneficial relationship of economic, social and political interaction for the first time in the post-Second World War period. 

Regional cooperation had an added significance for the post-colonial countries which experienced prolonged periods of exploitation by the colonisers and were badly in need of rapid economic development in order to bring millions upon millions of their citizens closer to a civilised existence. These societies, apart from being subjected to more than 200 years of colonial plunder, had been deeply divided along religious, caste and ethnic lines. The ethnic divides invariably led to conflicts which often tended to spill over into neighbouring countries. Additionally, the colonial powers left behind a legacy of complicated border and territorial disputes between most of these countries. The ruling elites that took over from the retreating colonisers were committed to maintaining the socioeconomic status quo. They, therefore, manipulated these divisions to keep the people apart. In the event many of the post-colonial states were turned into highly militarised “national security” states. 

This phenomenon has particularly dominated the South Asian region. The four major countries of the region, i.e., India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have all been embroiled in civil wars. The region has also witnessed armed confrontations on more than one occasion during the past four decades. However, the conflict between India and Pakistan has been the most destructive to their own economic and social development as well as to that of the whole region. Today, the countries of the South Asian region incur the highest expenditure on military and armament among the developing countries in Asia, with India spending 3.3 per cent of its GDP on defence in 1990. According to the SIPRI Report, 1993, the expenditure for Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka was 6.6 per cent, 1.6 per cent and 4.8 per cent respectively. While both India and Pakistan are pursuing a programme of nuclear weapons, they continue to spend heavily on conventional weapons. During the five-year period between 1987 and 1991, India spent US $17,562 million and Pakistan US $2,299 million on import of conventional weapons. Such phenomenal expenditures are being incurred in a region where more than half the population is condemned to an existence below the poverty line and the expenditure on vital social sectors, such as health, education and civic amenities, has been progressively declining. In addition, all the countries of the region have borrowed heavily from international agencies and developed countries to pay mainly for the purchase of military hardware. Such is the burden of foreign debt on these countries that around 50 per cent of their annual expenditure is on debt servicing alone.

	Table 1: Budgeted Defence expenditure (in $ million, 1993 prices)

	
	India
	Pakistan
	Bangladesh
	Nepal
	Sri Lanka

	1993
	7207
	2088
	308
	22
	214

	1998
	10600
	2810
	450
	40
	730

	Annual increase, 1985-98, in %
	3
	2.3
	3
	4.7
	9.9

	As a % of GNP 1985
	2.5
	5.1
	1.3
	0.7
	2.6

	As a % of GNP 1998
	2.5
	4.6
	1
	0.8
	4.8



	As % of health and education expenditure, 1995
	57
	181
	46
	22
	100


The cost of this continuing conflict and militarisation has been staggering not only in economic terms but also in social and political spheres, especially for the working people. The ruling elites have further used this situation to whip up communal and sectarian sentiments in order to keep the working people divided, fragment their organisations and legislate in the name of national security to curtail and usurp trade union, human and democratic rights. Thus, the Industrial Relations Ordinance 1969 in Pakistan did not apply to the personnel of defence forces as well as to any establishment even indirectly related to defence. An interesting example is a Ministry of Railways Notification issued in October 1993 stating that employees working on the 20 MOD (Ministry of Defence) railway lines are not covered by the Industrial Relations Ordinance.  Regretfully, the new Industrial Relations Ordinance 2002 is a further regression. It is no accident that promulgation of this Ordinance was delayed until Omar Asghar Khan’s death.

	Constitution of Pakistan 1973, Article 17

“Every citizen shall have the right to form associations or unions, subject to any reasonable restrictions imposed by law in the interest of morality or public order.”

Industrial Relations Ordinance 1969, Section 3
“It shall not apply to any person employed in the Police or any of the Defence Service of Pakistan and any service or installations connected with or incidental to the Armed Forces of Pakistan including on Ordinance factory maintained by the central government; or to any person employed in the administration of the state other than those employed as workmen by the Railways, Posts, Telegraph and Telephone Departments.”

Industrial Relations Ordinance 2002, Section 4

It shall apply to all persons employed in any establishment or group of establishments or industry except those employed (a) in the Police or any of the Defence Services of Pakistan; (b) in any installations or services exclusively connected with the Armed Forces of Pakistan including Ministry of Defence lines of the Railways; (c) by the Pakistan Security Printing Corporation or the Security Papers Limited or Pakistan Mint; (d) in the administration of the State other than those employed as workmen by the Railways, Post, Telegraph and Telephone Departments; (e) by an establishment or institution maintained for the treatment or care of sick, infirm, destitute and mentally unfit persons, excluding those run on commercial basis; (f) by an institution established for payment of employees’ old age pensions or for workers’ welfare; (g) as a member of the Watch and Ward, Security or Fire Service Staff of an oil refinery or of an establishment engaged in the production, transmission or distribution of natural gas or liquefied petroleum gas or petroleum products or of a seaport or an airport. 



SAARC
Against this background, the formation of SAARC in 1985 was a highly positive development holding a lot of promise for peace and prosperity in the region. Given that the people of South Asia shared a common history, culture, legal and institutional framework, there was vast scope for cooperation in every sphere of life, and it was hoped that closer interaction between the peoples of the region would help overcome the bitterness of the recent past, reverse the process of militarisation and conflict and usher in a new era of peace, progress and prosperity.

Until this year, SAARC had not made much progress in regional cooperation. The region was kept in the grip of tension and conflict. Even now, the arms race continues unabated, with the US playing a major role in funding major expansions in the Pakistan military budget This has been due mainly to the total exclusion of the people of the region from the decision and policymaking process. Those who benefit from this destructive political, economic and social situation have actively thwarted any direct people-to- people contacts and consultation in the region. Thus, there remains very restricted movement or flow of information for the common people of South Asia. To make matters worse, the ruling elites continue to feed the ordinary people with crass disinformation and even plain lies with regard to vital issues. In short, they have up till now demonstrated an extremely ambivalent, even hypocritical, attitude towards SAARC. Ironically, such attitudes have become more pronounced in the last few years as all these countries came under severe pressures from the World Bank and the IMF to implement Structural Adjustment Programmes and to accept the GATT proposals. It was hoped that the ruling elites would seize this opportunity to strengthen regional cooperation by evolving a common strategy to jointly face up to these pressures. However, this did not happen. On the contrary, even the summit level meetings were often disrupted or aborted by one country or the other. The political leaders of these countries remain reluctant to enter into a direct dialogue over crucial issues and have tended to use such issues to whip up jingoism. Forces of communalism have been, both overtly and covertly, aided and abetted by the ruling elites all over the region. Such short-sighted policies have had the effect of weakening democratic forces and institutions and thereby the prospects of peace and progress in the region. 

It is not surprising that the past few years have witnessed a steady curtailment of workers' rights through legislation or other means throughout the region and real wages have declined considerably during this period. The working class thus continues to pay a heavy cost for the persistence of conflict and non-cooperation in the region. However, despite the predominance of negative trends, some direct contacts have been established amongst women's groups, trade unions, human rights groups, cultural groups, academics and environmental groups. These contacts have led to various concrete forms of cooperation among the people, clearly demonstrating the benefits inherent in such cooperation. For example, women's groups have organised joint workshops to exchange experiences and skills on organisational strategies, income generation projects and struggles against patriarchal domination and fundamentalist onslaught. Environmental groups have entered into regular interaction and exchanged concrete information, skills, innovations and perspectives on environmental issues. The experience of controlling pollution in the tanneries of Kanpur have been successfully brought to the tannery industry of Pakistan through workshops organised by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). 

Despite the stringent curbs on the movement of common people within the SAARC region, there have been a few successful attempts to bring together trade union representatives from different SAARC countries. Some concrete organisational steps have been taken and tangible results have been achieved in this regard, which clearly demonstrate the concrete basis and tremendous potential which exists for cooperation among the working people of the region. However, before we detail these developments, it will be useful to briefly describe the labour movement in the SAARC region in order to put the question of contributions by and benefits for the labour movement from SAARC cooperation in a proper perspective. 

Almost all South Asian societies are multi-ethnic in character. This has led to segmentation of the labour market along ethnic lines. Furthermore, the South Asian labour markets are essentially of a dual character. In the vast rural sectors, labour is highly segmented and dispersed. The urban economy is also divided into small, formal or organised sector and a very large informal or unorganised sector. The unorganised sector is characterised by the predominance the most vulnerable sections, namely, migrant workers, women, child and bonded labour and various categories of unprotected labour. These factors have resulted in the creation of a very weak, fragmented and divided labour movement. The trade unions have not been able to organise more than 5 to 10 per cent of the labour force in South Asia. However, the trade unions themselves are further divided into national and regional trade union federations dominating the macro scene, and the enterprise level unions operating at the grass-roots. The trade union federations are sharply divided along political, ideological and even personal lines. Most of these unions are affiliated to either of the two major international confederations, i.e., the ICFTU and the WFTU. These two confederations usually have more than one affiliate in each country of South Asia.
Another important factor to note is that there has been no intra-regional interaction even between the affiliates of the same confederation. This implies that the international trade union movement did not find any roots in the region. As mentioned earlier, the trade union movement in South Asia remains divided, weak and fragmented. 

The trade unions in South Asia concentrate almost exclusively on organising permanent workers in the large-scale industrial and services sectors. They are usually male dominated, top-down structures, unaccountable to the rank and file members. Many of the federation leaders have close links with the ruling elite and in particular share their outlook regarding the most crucial problems faced by the region. They have therefore been slow to initiate any worthwhile involvement of organised labour in the process of the much needed regional cooperation.

Solidarity

Despite this bleak situation, some sections of the larger labour movement have, whenever possible, evinced a keen interest in promoting close cooperation among the working people of South Asia and developing SAARC as a genuine association for regional cooperation. Such initiatives have been taken by a variety of organisations and groups such as: 

International trade union confederations and their affiliates.

International trade secretariats.

Women's groups. 

Independent trade unions and labour support centres.

People's movements and cultural groups.

Human rights and environmental groups.

Various other issue-based groups.





It is evident from the above that working people not only have a big stake in striving for regional cooperation but also that there are concrete avenues where cooperation has already begun and, there is a tremendous scope to build upon what has been already achieved. This evidently implies a closer interaction, coordination and networking, specially among the grass-roots level organisations. Such an interaction can flourish only in an environment where an unhindered freedom of movement and free flow of information are guaranteed to all. The SAARC secretariat can facilitate such efforts by assisting all those who are actively involved in promoting people-to-people level activities among workers. So far, the Peoples Summit has been an independently organized event, bringing together activists from across South Asia. Their reflections deserve more dissemination than pronouncements at the official SAARC events.
In addition to the areas of potential cooperation listed earlier, common efforts could he made by the trade unions and workers in the following areas as well. First, is the area of migration. All South Asian countries have experienced large-scale emigration and in-migration. Millions of South Asians have emigrated to the Gulf states where they work under subhuman conditions devoid of all rights guaranteed under international conventions and covenants. The South Asian labour movement has a common cause to defend the rights of these emigrants. More important, the South Asian countries, especially India and Pakistan have experienced major in-migrations from Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, etc. For example, more than half a million Bangladeshi workers are reported to be living in the city of Karachi as illegal immigrants. Clearly, there is an urgent need for the South Asian labour movement to cooperate in defending the rights of this highly vulnerable section of the labour force. 

Second, the need for democratisation of the trade union movement. The importance of the role of trade unions as an organised expression of the labour movement hardly needs emphasis in the process of people-to-people cooperation. However, for the trade unions to be able to effectively play that role, it is imperative that they are democratised and that they broaden their outlook. Only then can they effectively mobilise themselves, their membership as well as those currently outside it. The shop-floor and industrial unions are uniquely placed to take a lead in this direction. Democratic networks of the affiliates of the ITSs and of the trade unions in the common multinational enterprises across the countries of the region are already developing. These need to be further strengthened. 

Last, it may be useful to reiterate the necessity for the labour movement to cooperate against militarisation and perpetual conflict in the region in order to achieve peace and prosperity in South Asia. The most important prerequisites for such developments are an unhindered flow of information and freedom of movement of people as is already practised in the ASEAN region. The SAARC secretariat also should be convinced to allow pluralistic representation of the labour movement in the SAARC structure.

Conclusion

South Asian labour movements must urgently come together across the region. Within their own countries, labour is certainly engaging in substantive alliances with other groups striving for human rights. Such alliances need to be similarly strengthened across the region. This solidarity of labour will obviously strengthen peace efforts in the region, specially in frequent regional regional meetings that embody the richest outcome of peace and one that States specially resent – frequent meetings of citizens with affection and in common cause. An equally significant result of substantive solidarity will be the formulation of collective strategies to achieve core labour standards as part and parcel of human rights. We must act together to resist state oppression in the name of economic growth or global competition for profits – a grim reminder of which is the increasing trafficking of women and children across the region; and the growing menace of bonded and child labour in industry even as it continues to pervade agriculture. We must also recognize that externally set labour standards remain irrelevant to the vast majority of labour in a world that remains subject to imperialist domination.

New alliances for regional peace have been vigorously active in various forums. The Pakistan-India Peoples Forum for Peace & Democracy was formed in 1995. Responding to the crisis created by the abominable nuclear tests, the Pakistan Peace Coalition came together, followed by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and Peace in India. During this time the South Asian Peace Coalition commenced efforts towards regional solidarity.

The South Asian Labour Forum (SALF) was formed in 1996 as a step towards promoting regional solidarity in peace and labour rights. Its initial efforts have been modest but the network has stood the test of time in forging alliances among trade unions and informal sector associations. SALF also reflects progress towards broad-based coalitions, reducing previous national and regional divisions in the labour movement.

All of us are committed to a genuinely democratic society in both means and ends. This has never been possible in isolation, and is the more evident now in the face of a resurgent imperialism. Hence now is the time to consolidate and invigorate alliances in every possible way both within countries and across the region. New initiatives are needed, which should include consideration of regional assemblies for dialogue between and among community level activists from labour – e.g. labour councilors in Pakistan – and other human rights activists. SALF should be seen as a possible platform for these purposes.

The article draws upon an earlier presentation at the SALF Conference on South Asian Labour for Peace, held in September 2003 at Karachi. The author welcomes comments at piler@cyber.net.pk
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