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FOREWORD 

 
 

ombating human trafficking remains one of the International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) 
central  priorities. Global IOM data on direct assistance have demonstrated that more than half 
of all victims of trafficking in persons (TIP) have been trafficked for the purposes of forced labour, 

and forced labour continues to make up a significant proportion of worldwide human trafficking (IOM, 
2012c).  In this context, the use of forced child or adult labour in the cotton harvest falls squarely within 
the scope of IOM’s work to combat human trafficking. IOM has worked extensively over the past few 
years to assist the Government of Tajikistan with the implementation of its National Action Plan on 
Combating Human Trafficking in the Republic of Tajikistan for 2011–2013, especially in regards to 
monitoring and eliminating forced child labour in the country’s cotton harvest.  In 2013, moreover, it 
added its efforts to the Government’s Supplementary Action Plan for Combating Human Trafficking in 
the Republic of Tajikistan for 2013–2014 and the additional measures taken by the Government of 
Tajikistan to address the growing rights violations, in particular labour rights violations, targeted at 
adults working in the cotton harvest. 

For the past three years, IOM has worked closely with both local NGO partners and government labour 
inspectors to develop and implement an effective and sustainable campaign to monitor cases of forced 
labour and other labour violations in the cotton harvest.  Over the course of the 2010 and 2011 
harvests, IOM developed a successful referral mechanism for observed cases of trafficking in persons, 
including forced labour, which has been subsequently applied during the 2012 and 2013 harvests.  
Together with awareness raising campaigns conducted amongst district education department figures, 
teachers, and parents, IOM and its partners have seen significant results over the past four harvests, and 
a gradual shift away from the use of forced child labour.  The successes achieved over the past few years 
would hardly have been possible without the efforts of IOM’s local NGO partners, nor without those of 
the Tajik government agencies with which the Organization has worked.  IOM is especially grateful to 
the Inter-Ministerial Commission for Combating Trafficking in Persons (IMCCTIP), the Ministry of Labour, 
Migration, and Employment of the Population, the Ministry of Education and Science, and the General 
Prosecutor’s Office for their cooperation throughout the project’s implementation.  It goes without 
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saying that this monitoring project would not have been possible without financial support from the 
Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs at the United States Department of 
State. 

IOM strongly believes that the successes of the “Monitoring of Children and Students in the Cotton 
Fields in Tajikistan” project strongly demonstrate the on-going value of cooperation between 
government agencies, civil society, and international organizations.  Together, it is hoped, such cases of 
human trafficking and labour exploitation can be more effectively eliminated and prevented.  

 
Tajma Kurt 
Chief of Mission, IOM Tajikistan 
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GLOSSARY AND ABBREVIATIONS 
 

Dekhan – private farm belonging to either one or a collective of individuals 
Dikret – period of maternity leave mandated by Tajik law 
Diram – currency equal to 1/100 of one somoni 
Guzapoya – cotton stalks that are collected by agricultural workers for use a heating fuel 
Hukumat – local government administration of a district in Tajikistan 
Somoni – basic unit of currency in Tajikistan  
 
Child Labour – Any work performed by a child which is detrimental to his/her health, education, 
physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development. 
Forced Labour – All work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty 
and for which the said person has not offered himself/herself voluntarily. 
Trafficker – Any intermediary who is moving people in order to obtain an economic or other profit by 
means of deception, coercion and/or other forms of exploitation. 
Trafficking in persons – The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 
the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits 
to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. 
Worst forms of child labour – All forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery (such as the sale and 
trafficking of children, debt bondage and serfdom and forced or compulsory labour, including forced or 
compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict); the use, procuring or offering of a child 
for prostitution, for the production of pornography or for pornographic  performances; the use, 
procuring or offering of a child for illicit activities, in particular for the production and trafficking of drugs 
as defined in the relevant international treaties; or any other work which, by its nature or the 
circumstances in which it is carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children. 
Definitions from IOM’s International Migration Law Glossary on Migration (2004). 
 
CRC – United National Convention on the Rights of the Child 
GoT – Government of Tajikistan 
INL – Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, United States State Department 
IOM – International Organization for Migration 
NGO – Non-Governmental Organization 
IMCCTIP – Inter-Ministerial Commission for Countering Trafficking in Persons 
TIP – Trafficking in Persons 
UN – United Nations 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 

his Annual Assessment represents the fourth in a series of assessments produced as part of the 
IOM’s ongoing ‘Monitoring of Children and Students in the Cotton Fields in Tajikistan,’ funded  by 
the United States Department of State’s Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement 

Affairs (INL) and implemented in Tajikistan by the International Organization for Migration (IOM).   Over 
the past four years IOM has coordinated with local NGO partners and key government bodies, including 
the Inter-Ministerial Commission for Countering Trafficking in Persons (IMCCTIP) and the State Labour 
Inspection Service of the Tajik Ministry of Labour, Migration, and Employment of the Population, to 
conduct monitoring visits, in-depth research, and targeted prevention efforts across 25 cotton-
producing districts in Tajikistan.   These combined efforts have been targeted at assisting the 
Government of Tajikistan (GoT) in the implementation of its National Action Plan on Combating Human 
Trafficking, 2011–2013, as well as the Supplementary Action Plan for Combating Human Trafficking in 
the Republic of Tajikistan, 2013–2014.  Throughout its years of implementation, the ‘Monitoring of 
Children and Students in the Cotton Fields in Tajikistan’ project has held the goals of assessing the 
frequency and severity of forced child labour employed in the cotton harvest, improving cooperation 
between NGOs and government agencies, and lowering incidents of forced labour through awareness-
raising campaigns. 

Given the significant progress achieved in past years in coordinating with government agencies and 
lowering rates of children’s employment in the cotton harvest, IOM expanded its monitoring efforts 
during the 2013 cotton harvest to more directly consider cases of adults’ participation in the cotton 
harvest, and its effect on their fundamental rights, including labour rights.  In doing so, IOM was guided 
not only by the international labour conventions to which Tajikistan is a State party, but also the Labour 
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Code of Tajikistan, which provides detailed and specific regulations about adults’ labour rights.  In 
addition, new regulations issued by the Executive Office of the President of the Republic of Tajikistan in 
August 2013 and the Ministry of Labour, Migration and Employment of the Population of the Republic of 
Tajikistan in September 2013 mandated that government agencies and their partners pay greater 
attention to adults’ labour and other fundamental rights in the cotton harvest.  

In order to more effectively gauge the state of both adults’ and children’s labour rights in the cotton 
harvest, during the 2013 harvest IOM combined its monitoring visits with a comprehensive research 
effort.  Over the course of three months (October–December 2013) IOM and its NGO partners 
conducted surveys and interviews across cotton-producing districts in Tajikistan, ultimately interviewing 
1,721 adults and children (1,221 with adults, and 500 with children) and collecting survey data from 
1,305 individuals (938 adults and 367 children) involved in the cotton harvest.  This expansive qualitative 
and quantitative data set was used to develop a much more detailed and broader picture of the cotton 
picking labour force and its working conditions than had been previously available in Tajikistan.  In 
comparison with reports available from previous years, moreover, it allowed for important conclusions 
to be drawn about the broader trends at work in the cotton sector. 

Initial analysis of data from the 2013 Cotton Research and Monitoring Campaign has demonstrated that 
ongoing trends identified during the 2010–2012 Cotton Monitoring Campaigns remain in force.  The 
volume and frequency of forced child labour – as well as any form of labour that harms children’s 
health, development, or access to education – remains   much lower this year than in previous cotton 
harvests, and figures from the 2013 campaign indicate that the estimate made during the 2012 cotton 
harvest of less than 7 per cent of cotton being picked by children would be just as equally accurate 
today.  In addition, mobilizations of children to the cotton harvest and their schools’ involvement in the 
harvest have dropped significantly since 2009.  With each year more and more school directors, 
teachers, dekhan farmers and others have begun to speak openly against the use of child labour in the 
cotton harvest, and an increasing number have made efforts to stop children from picking cotton. 

At the same time, children do remain in the cotton fields, largely 
working in the company of their parents.  The 2013 Cotton Monitoring 
and Research Campaign determined that both children and adult 
workers are largely employed in a manner, and conditions, that 
contradict Tajikistan’s Labour Code and international conventions to 
which the country is party.  Low-level labour violations were found to 
be endemic throughout the cotton harvest, whether in terms of 
working conditions, the availability of medical services, or the lack of 
labour contracts signed  with cotton pickers.   In particular, the research 
conducted during the 2013 cotton harvest highlighted the vulnerable 
role of women workers in the cotton harvest, and their increasing role 
in the agricultural sector as a result of families’ male breadwinners’ 
departure for labour migration in the Russian Federation. 

 
IOM and its partners 
referred four cases of 
forced labour to the 

IMCCTIP’s labour 
investigators in 2013, all 

of which resulted in 
fines. 
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Over the course of the 2013 cotton harvest, IOM, its NGO partners, and inspectors from the State 
Labour Inspection Service visited a total of 648 cotton producing farms.  Building upon the successful 
referral mechanism developed with the IMCCTIP in past years and established channels of coordination 
with government agencies, IOM and its partners identified and sent to the IMCCTIP a number of 
possible cases of forced labour and other labour violations for further investigation.  Ultimately, 4 cases 
of potential forced labour – 2 involving children, and 2 involving adults – were investigated by the 
IMCCTIP and State Labour Inspection Service, all of which resulted in fines levied against cotton-
producing dekhan farms.  In addition, the 2013 cotton harvest saw an unprecedented level of 
coordination with and commitment from the State Labour Inspection Service, which for its part has 
continued to investigate cases of labour violation from the cotton harvest even after the end of IOM’s 
2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign. 

This Annual Assessment includes a brief outline of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research 
Campaign’s goals and objectives in terms of both monitoring cases of labour violation related to the 
cotton harvest, as well as regards providing an extensive and detailed analytic portrait of that harvest.   
It also includes a brief history of cotton production in Tajikistan, in addition to an analysis of recent 
changes and reform efforts in the cotton sector and their influence on the ongoing inclusion of children 
in the harvest.  Moreover, the Annual Assessment gives an overview of the underlying legal standards in 
force in Tajikistan regulating both child and adult labour in the cotton harvest. 

Following this background, data from the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign is broken out 
thematically in relation to the conditions faced by labourers in the cotton fields, both adult and child, as 
well as their relations with their employers and the authorities. Using the data from the Campaign, as 
well as additional qualitative interviews collected through informational seminars and additional 
awareness building efforts, a series of key conclusions are drawn about the current state of the cotton 
harvest in Tajikistan and the labour violations endured by its workers.  Finally, this Assessment provides 
a series of recommendations for government agencies, NGOs and the international community 
considering ongoing monitoring and research interventions in the Tajik cotton harvest. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2013 COTTON MONITORING AND RESEARCH CAMPAIGN 

 
 

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

n previous years, IOM has conducted both quantitative surveys about the use and local 
understandings of child labour in the cotton harvest, as well as more detailed qualitative interviews 
about individual children and adults’ views.  These efforts have been synergistically combined with 

IOM’s Cotton Monitoring Campaigns in 2010, 2011, and 2012, and survey and interview data has been 
systematically included in the annual assessments IOM has published.  In 2013, an attempt was made to 
bring the qualitative interview data together with more quantitative survey data and to provide a more 
comprehensive overview of the cotton harvest in Tajikistan, both in light of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring 
and Research Campaign itself and the broader economic and social trends on display in the country’s 
cotton-producing regions.   

This annual assessment represents a report on not only the Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign’s 
findings related to the use, forced or otherwise, of child labour in the 2013 cotton harvest in Tajikistan, 
but also on the economics and labour use of the harvest as a whole.  Combining survey data of more 
than 1,300 respondents from amongst those involved in the cotton harvest, extended interviews with 
cotton labourers, farm managers, and children working the harvest, and detailed case reports about 

I 
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particular cases of forced labour filed with the Inter-Ministerial Commission for Combatting Trafficking 
in Persons (IMCCTIP) of the Tajik Government, it aims to provide a more complete and accurate picture 
of the annual cotton harvest in Tajikistan than has otherwise been available.  By bringing together a 
wide variety of data sources, moreover, this assessment represents an opportunity to more accurately 
take stock of any changes that have been tracked during the four reported Cotton Monitoring 
Campaigns and report on any improvements that may have developed over the past four years of 
assessment. 

Operating within the auspices of the ongoing ‘Monitoring of Children and Students in the Cotton Fields 
in Tajikistan’ project, as sponsored by INL and implemented in Tajikistan by IOM, the 2013 Cotton 
Monitoring Campaign took as its underlying goal the provision of assistance to the Government of 
Tajikistan in applying its National Action Plan on Combating Human Trafficking, 2011–2013.  With the 
National Action Plan as a benchmark, IOM developed a series of objectives for the research and 
monitoring aspects of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and research Campaign that would most effectively 
shed light on any aspects of the cotton harvest in Tajikistan related to trafficking in persons and the 
violation of labour rights. 

In terms of research, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign’s objectives were twofold.  First, it aimed to 
develop a fuller and more multifaceted picture of the cotton harvest in Tajikistan, from the 
demographics of those involved in picking cotton, to their motivations, living conditions, and 
relationship with employers.  The research conducted as part of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign 
was also intended to shed light on the Tajik public’s general awareness about the use of child labour or 
other cases of forced labour in the cotton harvest within the broader context of fighting trafficking in 
persons and identifying and protecting victims).  Secondly, moreover, the 2013 Campaign set itself the 
goal of evaluating the Government of Tajikistan’s efforts over the past few years to eliminate forced and 
mobilized child labour in the cotton harvest. 

In addition to research and analysis of the current state of the cotton harvest in Tajikistan and its use of 
child labour, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring campaign held the goal of targeted monitoring in 25 of 
Tajikistan’s cotton-producing districts.  This monitoring was intended to detect possible cases of forced 
or mobilized labour (amongst either children or adults) and refer any cases identified to the IMCCTIP.  It 
also had the secondary objectives of improving cooperation between the GoT, Tajik NGOs, and mass 
media outlets and in general raising public awareness throughout Tajikistan about the harm done by 
child and forced labour in the cotton harvest.  As in previous years, emphasis was placed on the negative 
impact of cotton picking on children’s health, education, and well-being, but additional effort was also 
made during the 2013 Campaign to highlight the social costs to adult workers of illegal or faulty hiring 
practices and the violation of labour rights amongst adult workers as well. 

COTTON PRODUCTION IN TAJIKISTAN 

hile having fallen from its peak during the late 1980s, Cotton today remains an important, 
and central, part of Tajikistan’s economy. The third largest producer and exporter of cotton 
in Central Asia, after Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, Tajikistan continues to build upon the W 
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cotton agricultural industry developed during the Soviet period (USDA, 2014). At the same time, 
however, overall cotton production has fallen by 30 per cent in the past few years, along with a 
decrease in total sown acreage of nearly half (GoT, 2011), notwithstanding the sector’s ongoing 
significance for both the nation’s agricultural sector and its gross exports.   According to initial figures 
from the Ministry of Agriculture, 191,333 hectares of land were sown with cotton in 2013, a decrease of 
4 per cent on 2012, and a total of 392,000 tons of cotton were produced, also down approximately 4 per 
cent from the previous year.  Altogether nearly 20 per cent of all sown acreage in Tajikistan is seeded 
with cotton, and it makes up 16 per cent of the nation’s exports.  

Cotton is grown throughout Tajikistan, with the exception of the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast 
(GBAO); its greatest concentration is in Khatlon and Sughd Oblasts.  Throughout the country, it follows a 
standard yearly trajectory: planted in early spring, cotton is harvested over an extended period of time 
in the fall, generally from September through the end of November. The length of the harvest is 
explained in part by the need to reap the same fields four to five times: after harvesting one field, 
workers either rest or move on to another field while the first field is left to sit for another two weeks 
and further cotton bolls open. Harvests can be cut short by inclement weather – snow and particularly 
cold weather ruin cotton fibres – or start earlier depending on the time of planting in the spring or the 
quality of the expected harvest. Although the 
spread of dekhkan, or private, farms has made the 
exact dates of the harvest harder to predict, the 
vast majority of private farmers adhere to the 
three month harvest with two week field rotations 
interspersed throughout the period. 

Privatization of Tajikistan’s cotton farms – previously state-run kolkhozes, sovkozhes, and other 
collective organizations – began following the fall of the USSR in 1991, although particular emphasis on 
the reorganization of collective farms began only in 1996. Over the next eight years, the vast majority of 
previously state-run farms were privatized, and the right to use the land divided amongst previous 
collective farm members. In 2004, the Government of Tajikistan declared that the majority of collective 
farms had now been privatized in one form or another, with individuals, families, or business collectives 
taking over all but a handful of previously government-run farms.  

Having been provided with the rights to one or another piece of a former collective farm, many new 
‘dekhkan’ farmers were also given the debts accrued by their piece of land as part of the former 
collective farm. As a result, dekhkan farmers were left to make ongoing debt payments to the collective 
farms’ creditors – in many cases the same cotton holding companies that are licensed by the state to 
purchase cotton from the dekhkans, sell their production on the international market, and provide 
supplies and seeds to the dekhan farmers themselves. Thus notwithstanding the privatization of 
collective farms and steps taken in 2009 to liberalize farmer’s right to choose the crops sown on their 
land, the majority of cotton-farming dekhans remain locked in a cycle of increasing production and debt: 
each year, they are obligated to produce a certain amount of cotton, against which loans are made and 
agricultural inputs such as seeds and fertilizer are provided by local cotton holding companies.    
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RECENT REFORM EFFORTS 

ince 2009, both the Government of Tajikistan and international donors have made increased 
efforts to liberalize the production of cotton in the country, as well as to diversity the agricultural 
sector as a whole.   Working to implement its ‘State Strategy on Labour Market Development until 

2020,’ the Government of Tajikistan has attempted to widen the pool of workers available to the 
agricultural sector, and in coordination with the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) has made efforts to expand individuals’ and private businesses’ access to land rights.  Although 
land remains the property of the government in Tajikistan, individuals and businesses are now able to 
purchase the right to use a particular piece of land, and in an increasing number of cases, buy and sell 
this right on a secondary market.  Donors such as USAID have helped to promote and fund the ‘lands use 
rights market,’ seeing in it a way of expanding farmers’ choice of crops and a move towards 
diversification in the agricultural sector (Asia-Plus, 2013). 

In addition, the World Bank has worked since 2009 to assist cotton 
farmers with debt reduction, and reported in the summer of 2013 that 
nearly all of the debt held by the Government of Tajikistan from cotton 
farmers had been liquidated.  By expanding the number of banks that 
provide loans to cotton farmers, and moving away from a government-
funded model, the World Bank has argued, cotton farmers will be both 
more able to choose the crops they grow, and to lower their overall debt 
burden (World Bank, 2013).  This has aligned with stated efforts of the 
Tajik Ministry of Agriculture to slowly phase out cotton production and 
expand the cultivation of vegetables and feed crops in the country. 

Recent years have seen some farmers diversifying their sown crops, and qualitative interview data from 
2012 and 2013 indicate that some dekhan farms have taken steps to dedicate at least a portion of their 
sown acreage to cash crops other than cotton.   In practice, however, the majority of dekhan farms 
remain reliant upon cotton for their survival, and are to this day overwhelmingly in debt.  Although the 
government has shed itself of farmers’ debt, it has by and large done so by selling this debt to the same 
private holding companies that control local district cotton ginneries and retain effective monopolies on 
the purchase of cotton in each district.  Farmers are as a result heavily indebted to these private 
companies: the World Bank has estimated that farmers’ debt remains more than 200 million USD (World 
Bank, 2012).  Since they cannot sell their own cotton on the open market, moreover, they have little 
choice but to leverage future cotton yields against additional loans from these very private companies.  
In each particular region – and regional subdivision – one or another cotton holding company has used 
this structure to build a virtual monopoly, and competition is basically non-existent amongst the 
companies servicing cotton-producing dekhkan farms.    Even when land rights are sold from one cotton 
farm to a new owner, the debt on the particular piece of land under cultivation remains, and the new 
farmers and workers find themselves bound to the same holding company as those before them. 

Ultimately, cotton farmers have had little choice but to take out loans from regional holding companies 
against future crop revenues, especially insofar as ginneries in many cases only pay the farmers after the 
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final sale of the harvested cotton on the international market.  As a result, farmers may only be paid in 
the spring, while the costs that they face – of sowing, harvesting, and paying workers – are those that 
they must pay down throughout the year.  Given the recent drop in international cotton prices, 
moreover, cotton farmers in Tajikistan have had little choice but to try to increase their production in 
any way they can, with the hope that the additional tons of harvested cotton will help to make up for 
the increased debt they have had to take out in order to stay in business. 

CHILD LABOUR IN THE COTTON HARVEST 

n recent years, the Government of Tajikistan has increased its efforts to prohibit the use of child 
labour in the cotton harvest.  The turning point in this process came in April 2009, when President 
Emomali Rahmon gave a speech to the Tajik parliament, the Majlisi Oli, on the topic, and 

categorically stated that ‘executive bodies of the state authority in oblasts, cities, and districts are 
mandated to categorically refrain from involving students and children in field work, especially in the 
cotton harvest.’ This followed on the heels of the US Department of Labour’s increased concern over the 
conditions of Tajik cotton’s production and comments made by the US Embassy in Dushanbe on the 
subject.  Later in 2009, the US Department of Labour included Tajik cotton in its ‘Executive Order 13126: 
Prohibition of Acquisition of Products Produced by Forced or Indentured Child Labour’ as a good that 
‘might have been produced’ with the use of forced child labour, and international attention has been 
on-going in the years since (DOL, 2009).   

Following efforts made by the Government of 
Tajikistan and pressure exerted by foreign 
governments and international bodies, the past few 
years appear to have seen a drop in the overall use of 
child labour in the cotton harvest.  Monitoring efforts 
conducted by IOM and other international 
organizations have seen year-on-year decreases in the 
number of children picking cotton: the best estimates 
available today suggest that less than 7 per cent of all 

cotton picking is done by children in Tajikistan (IOM, 2013).  Just as importantly, there have been 
notable increases in the number of local school principals, educational department officials, and labour 
inspectors who not only are aware of the Government of Tajikistan’s resolutions against the use of child 
labour, but are actively working to discourage its implementation in the cotton harvest. (The number, 
and reach, of the government’s resolutions have expanded in recent years as well.  In 2013, for example, 
cases of labour violation in the cotton harvest were investigated on the basis of an August 2013 
Instruction from the Head of the Executive Office of the President of the Republic of Tajikistan and a 
September Order from the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Population).  In general, 
monitoring efforts have found that increasing numbers of dekhan farm owners, adult cotton workers, 
and others show notable awareness of the legal restrictions in place on the use of child labour in the 
cotton harvest.  

I 
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In 2012, moreover, the United States Department of State’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in 
Persons (TIP Office) went as far as to remove Tajikistan from the ‘Watch List’ of countries employing 
forced labour included in its 2011 Annual Trafficking in Persons Report, and the US Department of 
Labour allowed for a reconsideration of Tajik cotton as a commodity produced with the use of forced 
child labour, a status it has held since 2009 (as per the U.S. Department of Labour's 2012 List of Goods 
Produced by Child Labour or Forced Labour, DOL, 2012).  In addition, in its 2013 Annual Trafficking in 
Persons Report, the US Department of State’s TIP Office highlighted the ‘progress’ made ‘in reducing the 
use of forced labour in the cotton harvest,’ and suggested that with efforts to limit child labour going 
successfully the next step would be to ‘include the monitoring of adult forced labour in the overall 
inspection of conditions during the cotton harvest’ (DOS, 2013).   

Notwithstanding international and local government pressure, however, child labour remains in use in 
many of Tajikistan’s cotton fields, supported in part by a host of structural and economic factors.  While 
dekhan farmers have a strong incentive to increase their individual production of cotton from year to 
year, mechanization or other technologically-based methods of increasing productivity remain beyond 
their economic means.  Given a broad lack of agricultural machinery, moreover, cotton remains a crop 
picked nearly entirely by hand in Tajikistan, thereby increasing the demand for seasonal labour during 
the cotton harvesting months of September – November.  Tajikistan’s population is remarkably young, 
with figures from UNICEF placing more than 40 per cent of the population under the age of 18 and 
nearly 35 per cent under the age of 14 (UNICEF, 2011); given the large number of adult men who have 
left the country to seek employment as labour migrants in the Russian Federation or other neighbouring 
countries, any increased demand for seasonal labour is likely to fall on the shoulders of students and 
schoolchildren, as well as adult women.   Given that the majority of cotton workers frequently come 
from the country’s poorest districts and received average monthly wages significantly lower than those 
employed in industry or other agricultural endeavours, moreover, even the minimal payment provided 
to children who are picking cotton – reported in 2013 at approximately 50–55 diram per kilogram – can 
be an important addition to family budgets.  The fact that many families have also cited the importance 
of collecting the guzpoya, or left-over cotton stalks that remains after the harvest and are used in the 
winter to feed livestock and provide heating fuel, only serves to further underline the poverty of those 
participating in the cotton harvest.   

ADULTS’ AND CHILDREN’S RIGHTS IN THE COTTON HARVEST 

n past year’s monitoring in Tajikistan attention has been primarily paid to cases of forced labour in 
the cotton harvest involving children.  A signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), Tajikistan has since its ratification of this convention in 1993 worked to bring its own laws and 

regulations into line with the CRC and other international standards.  Currently, under Tajik law minors 
are able to legally work for limited periods of 2.5–7 hours a day, dependent upon their age: those under 
the age of 16 can only legally work for very limited periods of time, whereas those between the ages of 
16 and 18 can work for longer.  Any child younger than 14 years of age cannot be legally employed in 
Tajikistan. 

I 
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As a party to the International Labour Organization’s ‘Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 
182),’ the Government of Tajikistan has also obligated itself to eliminate all forms of child labour that 
‘harm the health, safety, or morals of children’ (ILO, 1999). Given the hardships of labour in the cotton 
fields and the limitations placed on children’s access to education as a result of their picking cotton, IOM 
and its partners have focused during the implementation of the ‘Monitoring of Children and Students in 
the Cotton Fields in Tajikistan’ project on identifying and referring cases of child labour that violate 
either Tajikistan’s national legislation or ILO Convention #182.  Previous monitoring reports have also 
included extensive legal analysis of the regulatory environment in Tajikistan and the country’s laws that 
restrict the use of child and forced labour in the country (IOM, 2011b). 

During the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, additional 
attention was given to questions of adult labour rights and their 
possible violation during the cotton harvest.  Given the US Department 
of State’s recommendation to consider the issue of labour rights more 
holistically, as well as the marked improvements made by the 
Government of Tajikistan and cotton industry in eliminating the most 
marked and harmful cases of child labour in the cotton harvest, IOM 
and its NGO partners attempted to clarify the degree to which adult 
labour rights might have been violated.  IOM’s efforts in this manner were guided by the current 
legislation of Tajikistan, in particular the country’s Labour Code and its regulation of labour contracts.  In 
addition, reference was made to ILO’s ‘Forced Labour Convention (No. 29),’ and ‘Abolition of Forced 
Labour Convention (No. 105),’ to both of which Tajikistan is a signatory.  Taking into consideration the 
national legislation’s and international conventions’ regulations on the signing of labour contracts, 
provision of proper medical and housing services, and timeliness of payment, IOM and its partners 
endeavoured to clarify the degree to which adult labour rights are respected during the cotton harvest – 
as well as the degree to which workers are aware of these rights. 

As has been the case during past years’ Cotton Monitoring Campaigns and analysis conducted on the 
forced labour of children, forced labour of any form in the cotton harvest is understood to fall squarely 
into the definition of Trafficking in Persons provided in the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, 
Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons that includes any ‘recruitment, transportation, transfer, 
harbouring or receipt of persons’ with the goal of exploitation, including forced labour (UN, 2005).  In 
cases of either adult or child forced labour violations, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research 
Campaign’s goals remain clearly in line with both IOM’s ‘Monitoring of Children and Students in the 
Cotton Fields in Tajikistan’ project and the mandate of the Government of Tajikistan’s Inter-Ministerial 
Commission for Combatting Trafficking in Persons, with which cooperation has developed very 
dynamically and successfully during the past four years of cotton monitoring. 

REPORTING MECHANISM AND THE IMCCTIP 

uring the 2011 and 2012 Cotton Monitoring Campaigns, IOM and the IMCCTIP developed and 
successfully implemented a Reporting Mechanism for possible cases of forced labour or other 
cases of trafficking in persons (TIP), which was again implemented during the 2013 Cotton D 

Greater attention was 
focused in 2013 on 

questions of adult rights 
related to the cotton 

harvest. 
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Monitoring Campaign.  Over the past three years, this Reporting Mechanism has been used to 
streamline the reporting and investigation of cases of potential forced labour or other labour violations.  
It has also proved immensely valuable in terms of clarifying and easing the process by which IOM and its 
NGO partners can contact and inform the relevant and competent government bodies about any 
identified violations. 

In cases of forced labour or other rights violations, IOM’s NGO partners – those conducting the cotton 
monitoring – were requested to inform IOM immediately.  Having been informed of the use of child 
labour or another possible labour violation, IOM’s Counter-Trafficking Unit provided any and all relevant 
information to IMCCTIP, which was then asked by IOM to dispatch local labour inspectors to the site for 
further investigation.  In addition, IOM also alerted a second NGO, under contract for the region of the 
violation, in order that this NGO also investigate the case.  Information collected by the IMCCTIP and 
IOM’s NGO partners was collected and coordinated with the IMCCTIP’s labour inspectors.  Later, in on-
going coordination with the locally contracted NGO, IOM continued to work with the IMCCTIP to make 
sure that the case was brought to its proper completion and that any proven labour violations were 
properly responded to.   

 
Figure 1: Trafficking in Persons (TIP) reporting mechanism 
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2013 COTTON MONITORING AND RESEARCH CAMPAIGN 

 

RESEARCH AND MONITORING METHODOLOGY 

orking with the goal of providing targeted assistance to the Government of Tajikistan in 
implementing its National Action Plan on Combatting Human Trafficking, 2011–2013, IOM 
and its NGO partners endeavoured to conduct research and on-the-ground monitoring 

during the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign that would both identify any cases of forced 
child or adult labour, but also clarify any broader economic and social trends developing in relation to 
the cotton harvest.   As in previous years, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign 
reaffirmed and brought to bear the successful Reporting Mechanism coordinated with the IMCCTIP, and 
made sure that the Mechanism remained in force for the 2013 harvest.  In addition, the Campaign 
conducted monitoring and research visits to cotton producing districts throughout Tajikistan. 

The 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign included extensive research and monitoring visits 
in 25 cotton-producing districts in Tajikistan’s Sughd and Khatlon Oblasts, as well as the Regions of 
Republication Subordination (RRS) surrounding the capital, Dushanbe.  Over the course of the 
‘Monitoring of Children and Students in the Cotton Fields in Tajikistan’ project’s four years’ of 
implementation, monitoring has been conducted in the same 25 districts each year, with the goal of 
providing more accurate year-on-year comparisons and analysis.  The 25 districts chosen for the 2011–
2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaigns have proven to be a reasonable national sample, and a solid base 

W 



13  IOM Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign 
 

from which to track broader trends throughout the whole of the cotton sector in Tajikistan over the past 
four years.  

Khatlon Oblast Bokhtar Farkhor Hamadoni Rumi Jilikul Jomi Kabodiyon Khuroson 
N. Khusrav Panj Khumsangir Shahrituz Vakhsh Vose Yovon Kulyab 

Sughd Oblast B. Gafurov J. Rasulov Mastchoh Spitamen Zafarobod  
RRS Hissar Rudaki Tursunzoda  
Figure 2: Districts monitored in 2013 

In addition to identifying particular cases of forced child labour, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and 
Research Campaign placed particular emphasis on the local population’s knowledge of national 
legislation and their understanding of the restrictions in place on the use of child labour in the cotton 
harvest, as well as their own labour rights.  Attention was paid, moreover, to the underlying economic 
factors driving children’s and adults’ participation in the cotton harvest, including the influence of labour 
migration on the available labour pool in Tajikistan.   Finally, efforts were made to place the data 
collected in the context of previous years’ Cotton Monitoring Campaigns, and more clearly depict any 
recent changes in labour use related to the cotton harvest. 

Methodology 

The 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign’s monitoring and research visits to cotton growing 
districts were conducted by IOM staff, government labour inspectors, and institutional NGO partners 
over a three month period from October to December 2013.  In all of the visited districts, face-to-face 
interviews were held with dekhan farm managers and owners, workers, children, and the employees of 
local educational departments.   Statistical surveys were also administered amongst the same groups, 
the results of which have been used to complement the qualitative data available from the more open-
ended interviews.   In addition, any cases of possible labour violation that were identified through 
interviews with children, adults, or dekhan farm managers were immediately referred to the IMCCTIP 
through the established Reporting Mechanism. 

For both the open-ended interviews and surveys, 
IOM developed a series of specific and targeted 
questions sets, which were then used 
consistently in visits to 648 cotton growing farms 
across all 25 targeted districts.   Survey materials 
differed depending on the target group, with 
children, adults, parents, educational workers 
and dekhan farm managers all being provided 
with questions directly related to their 
involvement in the cotton harvest.  Children, for 

example, were asked a series of questions related to the conditions of their work, whereas their parents 
answered questions more directly targeting their feelings about child labour.  Dekhan farm managers, 
for their part, were asked about payment and employment practices, and educational department 
workers were queried about the involvement of children from their districts in the cotton harvest and 
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their own knowledge of the laws in place in Tajikistan restricting the use of child labour in the cotton 
harvest. 

Survey data from all 25 districts was collected by IOM’s NGO partners and collated at IOM’s offices in 
Dushanbe, as was interview data from the same 25 districts covering the same five target groups.  In 
total, 1,305 surveys were administered (208 amongst farm managers, 226 amongst adult workers, 204 
amongst parents, 367 amongst children, and 280 amongst educational department workers) and an 
additional 1,721 interviews conducted (824 with adult workers, 500 with children, and 397 with farm 
managers).   Using the survey and interview data, as well as the monthly narrative reports provided by 
IOM’s NGO partners, broad analysis was conducted on current labour trends in the Tajik cotton harvest, 
including both quantitative and qualitative data sets.  This analysis is presented in the next section of 
this report, Monitoring and Research Findings. 

Following monitoring visits to each district, moreover, IOM’s institutional NGO partners were instructed 
to conduct training seminars at local schools and education departments for district teachers, principals, 
and farm owners.  These seminars provided a further opportunity to educate the local population about 
the legal restrictions in place on the use of child and forced labour in the cotton harvest, and to judge 
the overall level of awareness about national legislation and labour rights in general.  Over the course of 
the 2013 Monitoring and Research Campaign IOM’s NGO partners conducted a total of 43 seminars, 
which included 946 participants.  More information about the seminars conducted and related efforts to 
raise awareness about restrictions on child and forced labour in the Tajik cotton harvest can be found in 
a later section of this report, Awareness Raising Efforts. 

MONITORING AND RESEARCH FINDINGS 

orking with the extended survey and interview data collected by its NGO partners during the 
2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, IOM has endeavoured to provide a fuller 
and more detailed picture of the cotton harvest in Tajikistan than has been previously 

available.  The data collected has been broken out an analysed in eight thematic blocks: cotton workers’ 
demographics, work conditions, awareness of labour rights, pay, economics, child labour, effects of child 
labour, and overall awareness of child labour laws.   

By using these eight thematic and analytic blocks, it is hoped, it will be possible to recreate an accurate 
depiction of the cotton harvest in Tajikistan from a number of angles.  This will include the labour rights 
of those adult and children workers involved in the harvest, their observation or violation, the broader 
economic environment in which cotton workers find themselves, and the relationship of local authority 
figures to rights of cotton workers.  Together, the data from the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign will 
provide an important base from which to draw significant conclusions about the current state of the 
cotton harvest in Tajikistan and make recommendations for further action or monitoring efforts.  

I. Demographics 

Cotton workers in Tajikistan, judging by the information available from the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and 
Research Campaign, tend to be somewhat older than the country’s average age of 25 (GoT, 2012).  

W 
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Amongst the adult workers surveyed during the Campaign, the average age was reported to be 41, and 
in general the ages of adult cotton workers tended to fall into older, rather than younger, age ranges. 

 
Figure 3: Adult cotton workers’ ages 

At the same time, however, those survey respondents who identified themselves as ‘parents’ of 
schoolchildren working in the cotton harvest demonstrated a trend in the opposite direction.  The 
majority of surveyed parents (57%) proved to be relatively young: between the ages of 30 and 45. 

 
Figure 4: Parents’ ages 

More immediately striking than their ages, however, was the gender breakdown of both adult and 
parent cotton workers.  Amongst all surveyed segments, the vast majority of cotton workers were 
women.  This included 76 per cent of identified adult cotton workers, 68 per cent of parents (mostly 
mothers), and 72 per cent of children involved in the cotton the harvest. 
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Figure 5: Adult workers’ gender                                                                      Figure 6: Child workers’ gender 

In terms of children’s ages, most of those working in the cotton harvest were teenagers and students in 
the 8–11th grades.  The average age of surveyed children was 14.  

 
Figure 7: Children’s ages 

II. Work Conditions 

In addition to identifying individual cases of forced child or adult labour, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring 
Campaign was intended to clarify the broader working conditions of both adults and children in the 
cotton harvest.  In both extended interviews and surveys, cotton workers were queried about the 
conditions in which they worked, as well their perceptions of these conditions.   

Workers in the 2013 cotton harvest reported working an average of 8 hours per day; the majority 
worked between 6 and 8 hours each day in the fields during the harvest period.  These figures align with 
the estimates provided by cotton farm managers, who also stated that their adult workers were in the 
fields for an average of 8 hours per day. 
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Figure 8: Hours worked by adults (according to workers)                              Figure 9: Hours worked by adults (according to managers) 

When asked what had motivated their work in the cotton fields, the majority of adult cotton pickers 
stated that they had chosen to work in order to increase their income.  Although a minority of those 
surveyed reported holding urban-based jobs, such as with government institutions, the majority stated 
that their main employment was in rural enterprises, such as in agriculture.  Especially in rural 
environments, where sources of income are scarce, the additional income available from the cotton 
harvest is highly valued, and it was on this basis that adult cotton workers reported an interest in 
seasonal labour in the cotton fields. 

The absolute majority (81%) of surveyed respondents stated that they were picking cotton on their own 
initiative. 

 
Figure 10: Motivation to pick cotton 

Based on the majority of respondents’ employment in rural environments (56% in either agriculture or 
animal husbandry), the reported need for additional seasonal income was notable.  In addition, 16 per 
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work,’ implying that the income from the cotton harvest may have been the largest source for their 
family budgets. 

 
Figure 11: Sources of income 

As noted above, the vast majority of cotton workers stated that they were working on their own 
initiative: 84 per cent even went as far as to state that they ‘could’ theoretically have chosen not to 
work in the cotton harvest. 

 
Figure 12: Opportunity not to work 

At the same time, however, the majority of workers stated that they wouldn’t have chosen not to work 
in the fields, largely for economic reasons.  The largest number stated that ‘it would have been hard to 
find other work’ (43%) and another significant minority noted that they were afraid of being stripped of 
the payment for work in the fields (13%).  When it came to the possibility of quitting work in the cotton 
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fields, moreover, the largest group of respondents (37%) was those who were most concerned about 
the loss of payment for their labours.   

 
Figure 13: Consequences of quitting 

While the majority of concerns related to quitting or leaving employment in the cotton fields voiced by 
those surveyed and interviewed proved to be economic, it should be noted that a full 31 per cent of 
respondents worried about possible violence committed against them in the case of their departure 
from the cotton fields.  When asked about particular acts of violence, however, or to specify anything 
that they were forced to do against their will during the course of the cotton harvest, the absolute 
majority of cotton workers were not able to provide any examples.   

Adult cotton workers reported being generally pleased with the conditions provided in the fields, with 
76 per cent of those surveyed saying that their working conditions were either ‘better’ or ‘much better’ 
than they had expected.  They also stated that their expectations about pay, work conditions, and the 
volume of labour were either met or exceeded.    The majority of workers reported limited difficulties 
associated with their work in the cotton fields.  They stated that they were provided with 1 hour of rest 
for lunch each day, and on average 1–2 days of rest from the fields each week.  Both farm managers and 
cotton workers confirmed that the majority of labourers involved in the cotton harvest live close to the 
fields in which they are engaged in picking, and thus arrive to work by foot, without any transportation 
difficulties. 

Of those adult workers who did specify the difficulties that were associated with labour in the cotton 
fields, 45 per cent stated that damage to their health was their first and foremost concern.  Other 
respondents noted the physical difficulty of cotton picking itself, as well as the risk for illnesses 
associated with such labour.  At the same time, however, 20 per cent of the respondents surveyed as 
part of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign thought that there were no immediate difficulties and 11 
per cent said that they weren’t sure. 
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III. Adult Workers’ Awareness of their Rights 

As noted earlier in this report, working conditions and worker’s labour rights are regulated in Tajikistan 
by both national legislation and a series of international conventions to which Tajikistan is party.  In 
previous years’ Cotton Monitoring Campaigns, attention has been focused on the awareness of 
Tajikistan’s population about the regulatory acts in force that restrict the use of child labour in the 
cotton harvest.  During the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign, although this remained an area of focus 
– and will be discussed later in this section – further attention was also given to cotton workers’ 
awareness of their own labour rights and the laws that regulate adult labour in Tajikistan. 

In particular, emphasis was placed on the issue of labour contracts, as regulated by Tajikistan’s Labour 
Code.  Based on the findings of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, however, during 
the cotton harvest both children and adults endemically work without contracts of any sort.   Working 
with interview data from a series of cotton-producing dekhan farms, a number of IOM’s NGO partners 
suggested that this pattern was driven by farms’ desire not to pay taxes.  As one NGO representative put 
it: ‘This way, employers avoid having to pay for their employees’ social benefits.’  

When asked about the process of signing up for and working on cotton farms, only a very small minority 
of cotton workers made any reference to contracts.   

 
Figure 14: Workers’ reference to contracts 

These figures align well with those available from interviews and surveys with cotton-producing dekhan 
farm managers.  The vast majority of the latter also reported that workers were employed without 
contracts, and on only 17 per cent of farms were cotton pickers said to be working on the basis of a 
contract. 
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Figure 15: Managers’ reference to contracts 

In interviews with NGO representatives, moreover, most dekhan farm chairmen admitted that they had 
little sense of how labour contracts would operate in their line of business.  Some even requested that 
NGOs provide examples that they could consult or use in future years.  In addition, dekhan farm 
chairmen have reported to NGOs that their current status under the revised Tax Code of Tajikistan 
remains unclear, and that the amount of taxes they owe, as well as how these taxes are calculated, is 
not always known to them.  How it would be necessary to register any labour contracts and pay taxes on 
the contracted labour equally remains a mystery to them. 

In a broader sense, the majority of cotton workers have little knowledge of the labour laws in force in 
Tajikistan.  As one NGO representative stated, ‘The majority of children and adults are simply not aware 
of their rights.’  Many of the adult cotton pickers do not fully understand the concept of a ‘labour 
contract’ and in very few cases have heard of any workers signing one.   The situation is extenuated by 
the lack of higher education and legal knowledge amongst cotton workers: amongst those surveyed 
during the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign, only 11 per cent had university educations, and the 
general level of legal knowledge was found by NGO monitors to be quite low. 

 
Figure 16: Cotton workers’ education levels 
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According to survey data collected during the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, it would 
seem that the vast majority of farm managers do not discuss employees’ rights with those they hire.  In 
cases where any discussion had been held at the time of hiring about work conditions in a more general 
sense, questions of pay, work conditions, place of work, and general information about the employer 
were for the most part discussed orally.   

The minority of cotton workers who do operate with some form of contract or labour protections tend 
to be dekhan farms’ members.  These members nominally receive a monthly salary (reported at 121 
somoni – about 24 USD – on average in 2011 (IOM, 2011)), and are also provided by their dekhan farms 
with a small strip of land on which to grow their own produce.  They also receive guzopoya (cotton 
stalks) following the end of the cotton harvest. 

IV. Payment  

One point that was frequently discussed between dekhan farm managers and potential workers was the 
payment to be provided in exchange for the cotton picked by the workers.  As in previous years, cotton 
pickers were paid in 2013 per kilogram of cotton picked, with totals added up at the end of each day and 
paid out in regular instalments after a set period of days.   The regularity of payment, however, could 
vary from farm to farm.  In 2013, adult cotton workers reported receiving payment on average once 
every ten days, whereas managers reported making payment to workers on average once every nine 
days.  In general, the trends in payment frequency reported by both workers and managers tended to 
align.  Judging by the two available data sets, payments were in general made to cotton pickers every 7–
14 days, and on average once in about every ten days. 

 
Figure 17: Frequency of adults’ payments, according to workers 

 

 
Figure 18: Frequency of adults’ payments, according to managers 
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It is worth noting that although they were in some cases less certain about the regularity of their 
payment than adult workers (11% stated that they weren’t sure how often they were paid), children 
also appeared to receive payment for the cotton they had picked with much of the same regularity as 
adults.  In their case, payment frequency also ranged from between 1 and 30 days, depending on the 
particular dekhan farm, and in general trended towards the range of once every 7–14 days. 

 
Figure 19: Frequency of children’s payments 

The amount of payment for both adults and children, as well as its frequency, also varied from one 
district and dekhan farm to another.  During the October-December monitoring period in 2013 in which 
surveys were administered, farm managers reported paying to adult and children workers an average of 
52 diram per kilogram of cotton, although payment amounts ranged from between 30 and 80 dirams 
per kilogram.  The average of 52 diram per kilogram, however, aligns well with anecdotal evidence 
collected by IOM’s NGO partners across Tajikistan during interviews conducted as part of the 2013 
Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign: they also established that on average between 50 and 55 
diram were provided to adult workers in exchange for one kilogram of cotton. 

 
Figure 20: Amount of payment  

Unfortunately, payment was not always made in a timely fashion or at the rates specified by workers 
and managers.  Of those adult workers who reported that their pay was sometimes delayed, moreover, 
88 per cent stated that this was due to their employers’ own lack of liquidity and inability to pay. 
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V. Cotton Economics 

As cotton workers’ awareness of the liquidity problems faced by their employers would imply, the 
background economics of the cotton sector in Tajikistan play an important role in the conditions faced 
by cotton pickers and their own understandings of the economic system of which they are part.  During 
the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, cotton workers, dekhan farm mangers, and others 
were also interviewed in part about the current state of the cotton sector, and its influence on the 
labour rights of those involved in the harvest. 

According to data collected during the 2013 Campaign by IOM’s NGO partners, it does seem as though 
the total number of cotton farms in the country has decreased.  In some districts, moreover, there is 
now greater emphasis on growing fruits and vegetables (noted in particular in N. Khusrav, Farkhor, and 
Jilikul Districts).  In other cases, lands that schools had previously controlled, and on which students 
were frequently employed, have been handed over to various dekhan farms.  The average size of 
cotton-producing farms, moreover, would seem to have shrunk to some degree from past years.  In 
2013, the average cotton-producing dekhan farm reported employing around 35 workers on any given 
day.  

 
Figure 21: Daily workers 

Given the shift of some dekhan farms towards less labour-intense crops, such as vegetable cultures, the 
number of available adult cotton pickers has increased in some districts.   This has added to the general 
trend observed over the past few years of increased adult employment in the cotton harvest, as the 
leftover work available for children diminishes.  In addition, in the monitored districts dekhan chairmen 
and educational department figures have grown increasingly aware of the consequences of including 
children in the cotton harvest.  As a result they have instead increasingly focused on adult farm 
members, their spouses, and state employees.  In Spitamen and Zafarobod Districts, for example, 
government institutions in the district centres frequently send their employees to work in the harvest by 
picking cotton at various dekhan farms.  The overall trend appears to point to ongoing decreases in the 
number of children involved in the cotton harvest, as well as their relative percentage of the entire 
cotton picking workforce. 
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Notwithstanding this general trend, however, children do remain in the cotton fields – as do an 
increasingly large number of adult women.   Monitoring in many districts of Khatlon Oblast in particular 
found that the majority of workers in the cotton fields were ‘women, girls, and minors.’  One NGO noted 
that the seasonal use of women and children’s labour remains a necessity, since it is ‘impossible to 
harvest the cotton yield in any other way.  Most farms do not have the necessary equipment, and in 
other farms equipment has aged and become broken.’   A number of NGO representatives noted a lack 
of equipment on farms, and the fact that picking cotton by hand demands a larger work force, which in 
turn often requires the inclusion of women and children.  

Another significant reason behind the inclusion of women and children in the cotton harvest, NGO 
representatives determined, was the significant number of adult men working outside of Tajikistan.  
Adult cotton workers, for example, reported an average of at least one family member working abroad, 
with many stating that 2–3 family members were currently outside of Tajikistan for work. 

 
Figure 22: Family members working abroad 

Interviews with adult women in the cotton fields determined that many of them were ‘wives of dekhan 
shareholders, left to pick cotton in place of their husbands, who for the most part work in the Russian 
Federation as labour migrants.’  Given the number of families reporting at least one member currently 
in labour migration abroad (73%), it would seem clear that such migration would have significant impact 
on labour patterns in the cotton harvest and the availability of workers in general.   

Throughout interviews conducted by IOM’s NGO partners with adult cotton workers, payment remained 
amongst the workers’ main concerns.  According to NGO reports, the structure by which cotton is 
bought by local holding companies and payment made to dekhan farms can lead to delays and 
significant inconsistencies in payment. Farms send their collected cotton to localized ‘cotton cleaning 
plants’ (ginneries), which then coordinate the sale of the cotton to buyers.  Farmers, however, do not 
immediately receive payment for their harvest, and instead have to wait for the negotiations between 
ginneries and buyers.   Farmers are often in need of supplies (fertilizers, fuel, payment to cotton pickers) 
before and during the end of the harvest, however, and this means that they are forced to purchase 
materials on credit as they wait for payment to be provided to them for the cotton that has been 
harvested.  This further increases their cost of doing business, as well as their debt.  It can also limit their 
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ability to pay their workers on time, as was reflected in the 88 per cent of workers who stated that their 
employers’ own lack of liquidity was the cause for delays in payment. 

One opportunity to move beyond the restrictions presented by the standardized cotton economy 
structure – and to avoid the dekhan farms, thereby helping to guarantee greater earnings – would be for 
families to grow cotton on their own land.  When asked about the existence of individualized plots on 
which cotton could be grown, however, only 17 per cent of adult cotton workers stated that they had 
access to such land. 

 
Figure 23: Existence of owned land 

For the most part, those involved in the cotton harvest remain bound by the established structure, 
whereby cotton is bought from pickers at a set rate, sold by dekhan farmers to ginneries, and by 
ginneries to holding companies with set local monopolies.   As a result, individual workers have little 
choice but to work on the terms set by farmers, and can be left without recourse if payment is delayed 
on its way down through the contract chain. 

VI. Child Labour 

As in previous years, a large portion of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign was 
dedicated to identifying cases of forced and mobilized child labour in the cotton harvest, as well as 
clarifying the broader degree to which children are involved in the harvest.  Based on interview and 
survey data collected during the 2013 Campaign, it appears as though cases of forced or organized child 
labour have now become very scarce.  When children are identified and interviewed in the cotton fields, 
the majority of them report having come to pick cotton on their own initiative outside of school hours.  
Those NGOs conducting monitoring in the cotton fields reported that some children pick cotton on 
Sundays, while others do so a few hours a day after their school classes, but during the 2013 campaign 
no cases were identified in which children were skipping school to participate in the cotton harvest.  

When asked why they were working in the cotton fields, the majority of surveyed children cited ‘money’ 
as the strongest motivating factor (with 40% stating that ‘I need money,’ and 27% that ‘my family needs 
money’).  Only 1 per cent cited a desire not to study as motivation for work in the cotton fields. 
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Figure 24: Reasons for children’s work 

Although surveyed children most frequently cited the money they were paid as their motivation for 
picking cotton, figures varied about the actual monetary value of this labour.  Children themselves 
provided contradictory answers about how much they were paid.  When surveyed about the value of 
children’s labour, moreover, parents and education department workers provided differing estimates.  
Parents’ average answer put the monthly value of cotton harvested by a child at slightly less than 250 
somoni, while education department officials suggested the amount would on average be less than 200. 
(All cotton workers are paid by the kilogram, no matter their age or status.  The average monthly 
amount suggested by parents and education workers would imply that children were picking between 
400 and 500 kilograms of cotton a month, based upon average rates of payment in 2013.)  In general, 
parents’ answers ranged a bit higher than those of education department officials. 

 
Figure 25: Monthly value of children’s labour, according to parents 
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Figure 26: Monthly value of children’s labour, according to edu. depts. 

Although the vast majority of children surveyed during the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research 
Campaign reported that they had not been provided with any information about the conditions of their 
work before starting, they generally expressed satisfaction with their involvement in the cotton harvest. 
The majority stated that lived in the same District as the one they were working in, and that they lived 
close enough to the fields to arrive by foot.  Nearly all of the children respondents reported living with 
their families in nearby housing and being provided with food during their work in the cotton fields by 
their parents.  While not a source of complaint amongst surveyed children, it is worth noting that many 
of them do however report working longer hours in the cotton fields than would be allowed by Tajik law 
– often between  five and eight hours per day.  Although this amount of work presumably would not 
interfere with children’s schooling, given the possibility of working on weekends and after school, it may 
certainly interfere with older children’s ability to do homework and their broader educational 
development. 

Figures related to the number of hours worked by children each day did vary.  Nearly 100 per cent of 
those parents who answered questions about their children’s participation in the cotton harvest stated 
that they worked a total of four to six hours per day in the fields, whereas teachers and educational 
department officials estimated that the amount was likely closer to four.   

 
Figure 27: Hours of children’s labour, according to edu. depts. 

The age of those children involved in the cotton harvest, as was shown above, tended to be between 14 
and 18.  At the same time, a number of younger children do work in the cotton fields, although with 
many of the youngest children – that is, those too young to attend school – NGO representatives report, 
it is often the case that there is simply no other place for them to go.  When their parents pick cotton 
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they accompany them to the fields: their presence in the cotton fields may or may not indicate actual 
work in the harvest. 

Parents themselves gave inconsistent answers about the participation of their children in the cotton 
harvest.  A full 31 per cent of those surveyed refused to answer this question, and approximately half 
stated that 0–2 of their children were involved.  Judging from the available data, it seems fair to say that 
on average those parents working in the cotton fields may have had at least one child also working. 

 
Figure 28: Parents’ children at work 

By and large parents demonstrated a fair level of involvement in their children’s participation in the 
cotton harvest.  When children were asked about ‘who’ had decided that they should pick cotton, the 
majority (59%) stated that they chose themselves, but the second most common answer (29%) was that 
their parents had decided for them.  

 
Figure 29: Influence on children’s decisions 

Children who were surveyed in the cotton fields did often consider their participation in terms of its cost 
or benefit for their families.  When asked about the consequences that could be associated with their 
refusal to work in the fields, many of them speculated that this could result in ‘negative consequences 
for their parents’ (this presumably may have mean reprisals against their parents). In addition, a 
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significant number (30%) recognized that if they were to stop working in the cotton fields, they and their 
families would lose out on the income resulting from such labour. 

For the most part, the child respondents of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign did not feel restricted 
while working in the cotton fields, and voiced few specific complaints about their labours.  A full 90 per 
cent of children respondents stated that they could leave the cotton fields when they wanted, and only 
1 per cent expressed fears about the consequences of doing so (the remaining 9% simply worried that if 
they were to leave before the end of the harvest they would not be unable to find any other work). 
When asked about punishments meted out to children for poor behaviour or any other reason on the 
cotton fields, only a small minority (9%) reported having seen any such punishments, with 7 per cent 
stating that punishments were generally physical, including beatings.   

VII. Effects of the Cotton Harvest on Children 

In addition to surveying children’s work in the cotton harvest, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research 
Campaign also collected important data about the negative effects of children’s participation in the 
cotton harvest on their health, development, and access to education.  In addition, parents, dekhan 
farmers, and others were interviewed to determine adults’ general perceptions of these very same 
questions. 

As noted above, children themselves provided little information about the influence of their work on 
their health or studies, and overwhelmingly stated that their participation in the cotton harvest had no 
effect on their schooling.  Parents, however, provided much more mixed answers.  When asked about 
their relation to child labour in the cotton harvest, a strong majority (62%) stated that they viewed the 
phenomenon negatively – notwithstanding that the majority of these same parents, as shown above, 
were likely to have brought one or more children with them to the fields.  For more information about 
parents’ choices in relation to their children, please see the later section, Analysis and Conclusions. 

 
Figure 30: Parents’ relationship to child labour 

Moreover, when asked about the effects of children’s cotton-picking labours, nearly half of surveyed 
parents admitted that it was ‘harmful.’  For more information about parents’ views of child labour in the 
cotton harvest, please see the section Analysis and Conclusions later in this report. 
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Figure 31: Child labour as harmful  

At the same time, however, parents remained likely to see their children’s participation in the cotton 
harvest as economically justified.   As referenced above, the majority of children working in the fields 
during the period covered by the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign were related to and 
assisting adult workers; their participation was in many cases directly related to their families’ income.  
When engaged in conversation during interviews and training seminars, many parents admitted that 
they would have liked to give more time and attention to their children’s schooling and development, 
but have little choice but to include them in the cotton harvest.    

Ultimately, parents were split in their views: even percentages of surveyed parents stated that their 
children’s participation was either ‘necessary’ or ‘unnecessary.’ Interestingly, moreover, when asked to 
describe how children’s participation in the cotton harvest could be ‘improved’ parents were evenly split 
between those who advocated ‘not including children at all’ and those who saw the benefit of 
‘organizing school groups’ to participate on the weekends.   Some parents also stated that it is better for 
their children to be involved in the harvest than to be idle or ‘wandering aimlessly in the street.’  One 
grandmother, picking cotton with her daughter and grandchildren, went so far as to say that picking 
cotton ‘fosters industriousness.’ 

It is worth noting that children from rural families in Tajikistan are involved in a variety of physical 
labours outside of the cotton harvest.  When not working in the cotton fields, they are often engaged 
with agricultural work, or the labour of pasturing cows and sheep.   
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Figure 32: Children’s additional labours, according to edu. depts.  

As one NGO representative observed, even if they were not to be involved in the cotton harvest, rural 
children would still work in ways that violated their established labour rights: ‘Child labour is observed at 
every step in agricultural life: children pick cotton, deliver water, wood and other goods with donkey 
carts, and mow wheat and rice.’ 

VIII. Awareness of Child Rights and Labour Regulations 

As in previous years, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign also surveyed education department 
officials to determine the general level of awareness in the targeted districts about Tajikistan’s legal 
restrictions on the use of child labour in the cotton harvest.  In addition, attention was paid to education 
department workers’ general knowledge about children’s participation in the cotton harvest, and their 
relationship to the issue. 

Interestingly, education department workers demonstrated very limited knowledge about the current 
practice of children’s participation in the cotton harvest.  A full 93 per cent of those surveyed stated that 
no children had picked cotton in their districts in 2013, although figures from the 2013 Cotton 
Monitoring and Research Campaign have clearly shown that children were involved to one degree or 
another in all of the targeted districts. 

 
Figure 33: Children’s participation in the cotton harvest, according to edu. depts. 
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What explains this gap in knowledge seems unclear, although it may represent a misunderstanding of 
the question posed by NGO monitors: school and education department officials may have believed the 
question was about the organized involvement of children in the cotton harvest.  More in alignment 
with such a framing, a full 100 per cent of teachers, school directors, and educational department 
officials stated that no children had been mobilized to the cotton fields or forced to participate in the 
cotton harvest in 2013.   They also overwhelmingly stated that children from their schools and districts 
had not missed any classroom hours during the 2013 cotton harvest as a result of their cotton picking.   

When asked if they had received any directives to include children in the cotton harvest in an organized 
way, however, 46 per cent of surveyed education figures refused to answer – and 17 per cent stated 
that they had received such an order.   

 
Figure 34: Orders to include children in the cotton harvest 

Insofar as 100 per cent of surveyed educational department officials, teachers, and school directors had 
stated that no organized involvement of children had taken place in their districts, this would imply that 
17 per cent of these respondents had refused an order to include children in the cotton harvest.  IOM’s 
NGO representatives were unable to verify this claim on the ground, and it may remain an open point 
for future investigation.  In addition, although nearly all educational department officials demonstrated 
a strong intuitive awareness of the laws restricting children’s participation in the cotton harvest, only 66 
per cent of those surveyed affirmatively reported that they were aware of the particular regulations in 
Tajikistan that have banned the forcible inclusion of children labour in the cotton harvest.   

At the same time, however, many school principals and education department officials did demonstrate 
a high level of knowledge about the laws of the Republic of Tajikistan that restrict the use of child labour 
in the cotton harvest.  Principals even showed a tendency to cite Resolutions from the Ministry of 
Education banning the use of child labour.  In Farkhor District, for example, a group of school principals 
highlighted the efforts of the Education Ministry and IOM to limit the participation of children in the 
cotton harvest, arguing that this has refocused schoolchildren’s energies towards their studies – and 
with great effect.  For the most part, educational department officials and school workers in the 
targeted districts show a reasonable level of awareness about the laws in force in Tajikistan, and have in 
general absorbed the basic idea of restricting children’s participation in the cotton harvest. 

Yes 
17% 

No 
37% 

No answer 
46% 

Have you Received an Order to Include Children in 
the Cotton Harvest? 



2013 Annual Assessment  34 
 

IDENTIFIED CASES OF CHILD AND ADULT FORCED LABOUR  

n addition to surveying the adults and children involved in the cotton harvest and analysing the 
broader economic trends associated with the cotton sector, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and 
Research Campaign aimed to provide immediate and targeted support to the Government of 

Tajikistan’s efforts to remove cases of labour violations from the harvest.  Working at times together 
with government labour inspectors, IOM’s NGO partners endeavoured to find and clarify any possible 
cases of child or adult labour violations in the 25 monitored districts.  As in previous years, a handful of 
violations were identified.  

Cases of Forced Labour Reported by IOM to the IMCCTIP, 2010-2013 
2010 2011 2012 2013 

Khatlon Oblast 1 1 1 1 
Sughd Oblast 3 4 3 2 
Regions of RS 1 0 0 1 
Totals: 5 5 4 4 

Figure 35: Labour violations 

In 22 out of the 25 districts in which monitoring and research were conducted during the 2013 Cotton 
Monitoring Campaign no cases of forced labour or other significant labour violations were identified.  In 
three districts, however – one each from Khatlon and Sughd Oblasts and the Regions of Republican 
Subordination – possible cases of forced child and adult labour were identified and referred to the 
IMCCTIP. 

In order to demonstrate year-on-year dynamics in the number of children whose forced labour had 
been noted during the course of the 2010-2013 annual assessments, the number of children in the cases 
reported to the IMCCTIP each year have also been tracked and are listed below in Figure 36.  
Unfortunately, these figures cannot be taken as fully representative of the country as a whole, taken as 
they are from individually cited cases, but they may provide some general sense of the overall trend in 
Tajikistan related to the use of forced child labour in the cotton harvest.  Moreover, the 2010-2012 
annual assessments did not focus on forced adult labour, whereas the 2013 annual assessment 
refocused its efforts to include not only children but adults as well.  As a result, the figures cited for 2013 
in Figure 36 should not necessarily be taken to demonstrate a drastic decrease in the number of children 
forced to labour in the cotton harvest, but rather a change in assessment strategy.  In addition to the 44 
children listed in Figure 36 (and as cited in Figure 35, above), IOM and IMCCTIP inspectors also identified 
2 cases of forced labour in Sughd Oblast involving 137 adult individuals. 

Number of Children Observed in the Cotton Fields from Reported Cases, 2010–2013 
2010 2011 2012 2013 

Khatlon Oblast 21 10 20 40 
Sughd Oblast 142 122 124 0 
Regions of RS 25 46 0 4 
Totals: 188 178 144 44 

Figure 36: Number of individuals    
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In total, four cases of child and adult forced labour were reported to the IMCCTIP over the course of the 
2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, two of which were confirmed at the time of the 
campaign, and which resulted in administrative sanctions and monetary fines.   In contrast to previous 
years, two of the cases referred to the IMCCTIP in 2013 – and one of those resulting in a fine – involved 
the violation of adults’ labour rights.   

Short summaries of the four identified cases of forced labour are as follows. 

Khatlon Oblast 

J. Rumi District.    

During monitoring visits conducted by IOM’s NGO partner in J. Rumi District, it was determined that a 
group of forty school children had been mobilized to a local dekhan farm to assist with the finalization of 
the cotton harvest there.  The dekhan chairman admitted to NGO representatives that this group of 
students was brought every day after class to the farm by the school’s principal and later collected and 
taken home each evening.   Unable to find the principal to clarify matters, and finding the referenced 
school closed at the time of its visit, the NGO referred to case to IOM and the IMCCTIP for further 
investigation.  The IMCCTIP later investigated the case and ultimately fined the dekhan farm chairman 
800 somoni for his use of forced child labour in the cotton harvest. 

Sughd Oblast 

Spitamen District.  

Over the course of joint monitoring visits conducted in Spitamen district by IOM, government labour 
inspectors and NGO representatives, a group of 57 women were interviewed working in the fields of one 
local dekhan farm.   From these interviews, the labour inspector was able to determine that the dekhan 
farm’s management had not signed a labour contract with any of the 57 workers.   Meeting with the 
farm’s managers, the labour inspector informed them that they were in violation of Tajikistan’s Labour 
Code and issued an administrative fine of 800 somoni.    

At a second farm in Spitamen District, a group of 58 cotton pickers interviewed by IOM and labour 
inspectors were found to be employees of the Spitamen District Central Hospital.  These workers 
assured the labour inspector and IOM representatives that they had all individually come to pick cotton 
on their volition, a claim that was doubted by the labour inspector.  Suspecting that these workers had 
been sent to the fields in an organized fashion, the labour inspector, together with IOM and NGO 
representatives, visited the Spitamen District Central Hospital to follow up on the case.   The hospital 
director, however, assured the labour inspector that his employees had not been mobilized to the 
cotton fields in any organized fashion, and that he could not be held responsible for their activities 
outside of working hours.  Still suspecting of possible mobilization, the labour inspector and IOM held 
meetings with Spitamen District’s Hukumat, the head of which refused to comment on the situation 
whatsoever.   Given intransigence on the part of the local hospital and Hukumat, the joint monitoring 
team held a meeting with Spitamen District’s Prosecutor’s Office and requested that an investigation be 
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initiated into the case of possible forced mobilization in regards to the hospital’s workers.  This case was 
also referred to the IMCCTIP for further investigation.  Following the IMCCTIP’s investigation, it was 
determined that the hospital workers had been mobilized, and the farm chairman was fined 800 for his 
use of forced labour in the cotton harvest.  At the current juncture the chairman has refused to pay the 
fine, but the IMCCTIP has initiated legal proceedings in Spitament District Court to forcibly require the 
chairman to pay the fine.   

Regions of Republican Subordination 

Tursunzade District 

During joint monitoring visits conducted by IOM representatives and government labour inspectors, the 
monitoring team was met by a representative from a local NGO, who provided information about the 
inclusion of child labour in the cotton harvest earlier in October 2013.  The NGO reported that three 
children had been identified picking cotton over the course of a day during school hours, information 
that was referred by the labour inspector and IOM to the IMCCTIP.  Following additional investigation by 
the IMCCTIP and labour inspectors, and with notable assistance from Tursunzade District’s Hukumat, the 
manager of the dekhan farm at which the three children had been working was administratively fined in 
the amount of 800 somoni. 

In addition to the four cases of labour violations reported to the IMCCTIP as a result of IOM’s joint 
monitoring efforts, the State Labour Inspection Service of the Tajik Ministry of Labour, Migration, and 
Employment of the Population also conducted a series of monitoring visits across the country.  Working 
independently from IOM and its NGO partners, the Labour Inspection Service effectively tracked down 
and investigated cases of rights violations. (In previous years such visits have not been tracked, and have 
as a result not been included in the table above.) As a result of these visits, a further nine cases of labour 
violations involving both children and adults were identified, in all of which the State Labour Inspection 
Service levied 800 somoni fines against the dekhan farms where labour legislation had not be properly 
observed.  
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AWARENESS RAISING EFFORTS 

 
 

n each of the 25 districts in which monitoring and research were conducted during the 2013 Cotton 
Monitoring Campaign, training seminars were also held with the aim of increasing target 
populations’ knowledge and understanding of Tajikistan’s national labour legislation.   Seminar 

participants varied from district to district, but in many cases included local school principals, 
representatives of local education departments, teachers, and the parents of children involved in the 
cotton harvest.   Depending on the particular audience, IOM’s NGO partners discussed with the seminar 
participants topics related to labour rights and the employers’ obligations as per Tajikistan’s legislation, 
restrictions in place in Tajikistan on the use of child labour in the cotton harvest, or the important role 
that parents can play in influencing their children to focus on their studies, rather than picking cotton. 

A total of 43 seminars were held in the 25 targeted districts, which brought together 946 teachers, 
school directors, hukumat officials, and cotton workers.  At both the training seminars and throughout 
their interviews with workers in the cotton fields, moreover, IOM’s NGO partners gave out a series of 
informational brochures about the participation of children in the cotton harvest and legal restrictions 
on their labour, ultimately distributing 4,067 brochures.  

In addition to seminars held for groups of principals, education department workers, and parents, IOM’s 
NGO partners also endeavoured to meet individually in each targeted district with representatives of the 
local hukumat and education department.    These meetings, of which 189 were held over the course of 
the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign, were equivalently aimed at raising the overall level of 
knowledge amongst hukumat employees about the legislation and regulations in force in Tajikistan 
limiting the use of child labour in the cotton harvest.     

I 
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By and large, awareness about both the legal restrictions on children’s labour in the cotton harvest and 
the negative influence of this work seems to be on the rise.  As was noted earlier in this report, 66 per 
cent of education department officials who were interviewed were able to cite the particular regulations 
that restrict children’s labour in the cotton harvest.  Teachers are also increasingly involved in keeping 
students away from the cotton fields, with some reporting that they not only remind students 
throughout the fall about the limitations on their ability to work, but also lower grades for any classes 
missed as the result of cotton picking.   Finally, dekhan farmers themselves have learned over the years 
of monitoring and fines that employing children in the cotton fields can have negative consequences, 
and according to the children interviewed, have even begun turning younger workers away in favour of 
adults. 

It is worth noting that social awareness about the legal limitations on the use of children in the cotton 
harvest has been assisted in recent years by significant efforts made by the State Labour Inspection 
Service of the Tajik Ministry of Labour, Migration, and Employment of the Population.  As the 
government body responsible for enforcing the Ministry of Labour, Migration, and Employment of the 
Population’s legal regulations, including those related to children’s participation in the cotton harvest, 
the Labour Inspection Service has also made great effort to spread information to dekhan farmers and 
parents about the consequences of involving children in the cotton harvest.  Worried over farmers’ lack 
of knowledge about their employees’ – and their own – labour rights, the Labour Inspection Service 
went to especial ends in 2013 to distribute such information to the populace, going as far as to hold 
informational seminars in some districts. 

Societal awareness about the cotton harvest in Tajikistan and possible cases of labour violations is also 
driven by related media reports, and as in years past, the harvest remained a topic for publication in 
Tajikistan’s newspapers.  During the 2012 Cotton Monitoring Campaign, IOM worked closely with 
journalists from a wide variety of Tajik mass media outlets, assisting them in coordinating with 
government bodies and collecting more detailed and accurate information about the cotton harvest.  
Thanks in part to these efforts, media coverage of the cotton harvest in 2013 proved somewhat less 
sensationalist than in past years, and in 2013 no articles about the harvest were found to have been 
based on unverifiable data (in 2012 IOM’s NGO partners were able to determine that one article in a 
local newspaper had been based on claims that later proved impossible to verify).  Media coverage of 
the cotton harvest in 2013 covered both the government’s plans for the harvest, as well as international 
organizations’ related efforts, and endeavoured to provide a relatively balanced perspective. 
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ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 

he data collected during the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign provided the basis 
on which to draw conclusions about a number of ongoing trends related to the cotton harvest in 
Tajikistan.  Given the wide scope of the surveys conducted and interviews held with interested 

parties – children, parents, workers, managers, and education department officials – it became possible 
to provide some initial clarity into both the working conditions faced by children and adults in the 
harvest, as well as the broader economic situation in the cotton sector as a whole. 

First and foremost, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign demonstrated that the use of 
child labour in Tajikistan’s cotton harvest remains in decline.  Although children were identified working 
in the fields in all 25 targeted districts, their numbers remained limited, both in absolute and percentile 
terms.  Earlier in the decade, research pointed to children making up between 20-50 per cent of Tajik 
cotton workers (IOM, 2004; EJF, 2007), whereas data from 2013 would support the findings of the 2012 
Cotton Monitoring Report, which held that no more than 7 per cent of Tajik cotton was likely harvested 
by children (unfortunately, data was not collected in 2013 in such a way as to calculate the relative 
number of children working the cotton fields).  In addition, cases of forced child labour or the 
mobilization of school children to the cotton harvest have declined significantly in past years.  During the 
first three years of IOM’s ongoing ‘Monitoring of Children and Students in the Cotton Fields in Tajikistan’ 
project, multiple cases of mobilization were identified each year, and numerous other research studies 
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(SOAS, 2010; Amparo, 2010) found that mobilization was a common feature across much of Tajikistan. 
In 2013, however, only one such case was found to have taken place in the targeted districts.  Reported 
violations of children’s labour rights were also found to have declined: of the four cases reported to the 
IMCCTIP, only two involved child labour, a notable drop from the 4 or 5 equivalent cases identified and 
reported during each of the previous monitoring campaigns. 

In addition, teachers’, principals’, and educational department officials’ general awareness of the 
problem of child labour in the cotton harvest, as well as their efforts to limit children’s participation, 
have grown significant in past years.  Compared to the statements made by school principals and 
teachers in previous cotton monitoring periods (IOM, 2011; IOM, 2013), the 66 per cent of educational 
department figures who could identify the particular regulations restricting children’s labour in the 
cotton harvest represents significant forward progress. Today, teachers and principals in the targeted 
districts have grown increasingly aware of the harms done to children’s development, health, and 
education as a result of their labours in the cotton harvest, and are making additional efforts in many 
districts to help limit children’s participation.  These efforts have even found assistance amongst dekhan 
farmers in some districts, who for their part state their preference for adult workers.  

The parents of child workers, however, remain both the most important influence on children’s 
participation, and those most likely to still encourage work in the cotton harvest.  As in previous years of 
monitoring (IOM, 2011; IOM, 2013), the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign found that parents were 
aware of the harm done to their children’s health and development as a result of cotton picking, but 
stated that their children’s work was simply absolutely necessary from an economic perspective.   Given 
the lack of alternative sources of income in rural areas, these parents stated, they had no choice but to 
include their children in the cotton harvest. 

The need for children’s labour may be especially marked in families 
with missing adult workers, and the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign 
firmly established that the influence of labour migration on the cotton 
harvest is both immediate and growing.  If only 33 per cent of cotton 
workers reported in 2003 that at least one member of their family was 
working abroad as a labour migrant (IOM, 2004), then recent years 
have seen this figure grow to 56 per cent in 2010 (IOM, 2011) and 73 
per cent today.   Given the growing number of rural farm workers (and 
in many cases dekhan farm members) who have left the country for 
other employment, cotton producing farms have found themselves 

increasingly in need of seasonal cotton pickers. This has on the one hand helped to keep the price 
offered for cotton at around 50 diram per kilogram even in the face of dropping international market 
prices, but it has also kept the demand for at least some child labour stable.  It has also had a significant 
influence on the makeup of the adult cotton picking population. 

Today, the majority of those picking cotton in Tajikistan are women, demonstrating the overwhelming 
number of rural Tajik men who have left for work in the Russian Federation or elsewhere.  As one NGO 
monitor puts it: ‘Women and minors are the only labour force [available] to pick cotton.’   During the 

 
Today, 73% of families 
involved in the cotton 
harvest report at least 
one member abroad in 

labour migration. 
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2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign, IOM’s NGO partners were able to determine that women cotton 
workers were more vulnerable than their male colleagues on a number of counts, from access to social 
benefits such as dikret (maternity leave), to simple knowledge about the content and form of the work 
in the fields.  Although the women picking cotton on dekhan farms tend to be the wives or family 
members of dekhan farm members, they themselves are not registered as employees, and for the most 
part do not sign any sort of labour contract with the dekhan farms.  As a result, they are not provided 
with any legal protection of their rights under Tajik law or international conventions.    Interviews with 
women cotton workers also determined that they were especially likely to be unaware of the legal 
regulations in force related to labour contracts, and to have particularly limited knowledge about their 
own legal rights. 

Across the board, the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign found that minor violations of 
adult labour rights were endemic throughout the 25 targeted districts.   The limited social protections 
stipulated by the Labour Code of Tajikistan, including the provision of basic medical and transport 
services in difficult physical work environments, were generally not provided to adult cotton pickers.  In 
addition, according to both adult workers and dekhan farm managers, the vast majority of those 
involved in the cotton harvest work without labour contracts, an apparent violation of the Labour Code.  
By not signing labour contracts with their workers, dekhan farm managers are able to avoid paying taxes 
on their income, but as a result these workers are not eligible for social benefits, and their labour is not 
calculated against their future pensions.  

Finally, the data collected through the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign was able to shed 
light on the underlying structure of the cotton sector in Tajikistan, many aspects of which serve to 
encourage both the ongoing inclusion of children and the poor observance of labour rights.  Cotton 
producing dekhan farms remain heavily in debt to the ginneries and cotton holding companies that 
purchase their cotton, and as a result do not have access to the funds necessary to purchase additional 
equipment.  This increases their demand for cheap labour, as does the difficulties faced by farms in 
receiving payment from the holding companies that retain strong monopolies across many of 
Tajikistan’s districts.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 

ased on the findings of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign, as well as data 
collated and analysed from previous cotton monitoring efforts, this Annual Assessment offers 
the following set of recommendations for international organizations, government bodies, and 

donors considering further monitoring interventions in Tajikistan’s cotton sector.  

Cotton monitoring should continue, and should include an expanded array of awareness-raising tools 
related to cotton workers’ rights.   During the course of the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research 
Campaign, it became clear that the past four years of monitoring, research, and prevention efforts have 
had a significant effect on the number of children involved in the cotton harvest in the targeted districts, 
as well as the awareness of local farmers, adults, and educational department figures about the legal 
regulations in force covering child labour in Tajikistan.  At the same time, however, there remain groups 
of individuals – in particular adults and dekhan farm owners – whose awareness of the legal restrictions 
on the use of child labour in the cotton harvest remain less than could be desired.  Interviews with these 
groups, as well as with representatives of local NGOs and the Labour Inspection Service have suggested 
that a wider array of awareness-building tools, including for example labour contracts, educational 
videos about labour rights, and additional informational materials would have a notable effect on 
further spreading awareness in cotton-producing districts. 

The scope of the cotton monitoring should be expanded. This includes both the timing of the 
monitoring campaign and visits to cotton-producing farms, as well as the selection of districts in which 
to conduct monitoring.  Over the past few years, IOM’s NGO and government partners have consistently 
expressed the need to conduct cotton monitoring throughout the whole of the cotton harvest, which 
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begins in August or September of each year, and to make sure that awareness-raising activities are held 
at the beginning of the harvest, rather than at its end, in order to guarantee their greatest effectiveness.  
In addition, while cotton monitoring efforts in the same 25 districts over the past four years have 
provided an important research baseline and have allowed for the identification of important trends, it 
remains to be seen to what degree these 25 districts are representative of the country as a whole.  In 
order to isolate monitoring itself as a variable and analyse the whole of the cotton sector in Tajikistan, 
monitoring should be expanded to a wider geographical set of districts. 

Additional attention needs to be paid to adult workers’ rights and their possible violation during the 
cotton harvest.  Research conducted during the 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign revealed that while 
the frequency of child labour in the cotton harvest and associated labour violations have been 
significantly reduced over the past years, cases of adult labour violations remain widespread and 
common.  In addition, a number of parties, including local NGOs and government agencies, have come 
together in recognizing the need for greater emphasis on adult labour rights in the cotton harvest.  
While in past years cases of adults’ mobilization to the cotton fields or employment without contracts 
had gone generally overlooked, during the 2013 cotton harvest the State Labour Inspection Service 
showed a notable willingness to target and fine cases of adult labour violations.  Given the confluence of 
interest and will, as well as the clear and ongoing violations of adult workers’ labour rights as per the 
Labour Code of Tajikistan and international conventions, IOM should take this opportunity to broaden 
its sphere of monitoring.  

Cooperation with government agencies should be continued and expanded.   Over the course of the 
past four years, the government’s involvement in the annual cotton monitoring campaign has grown 
significantly.  Today, all cases of possible labour violations are referred to the IMCCTIP through an 
established and effective referral mechanism, and particular labour violations are thoroughly 
investigated by the State Labour Inspection Service.   In future monitoring efforts this coordination with 
government bodies should be retained, and where possible, expanded upon.  Insofar as government 
agencies, such as the State Labour Inspection Service, have shown a willingness to take on greater 
amounts of the cotton monitoring visits and investigations, resources ought to be refocused on 
supporting the Service’s inspectors and, as appropriate, monitoring their efforts.  Having established an 
effective referral mechanism and method of labour violation investigations, both NGOs and IOM should 
continue to encourage the government’s appropriation and enforcement of this structure. 

More detailed research should be conducted into the ongoing influence of migration and the 
expanded role of women on the cotton harvest.  Two of the most striking findings of the 2013 Cotton 
Monitoring Campaign were the overwhelming gender imbalance amongst both adult and children 
cotton pickers and the increasingly important role of migration in cotton workers’ families.  Data from 
the 2013 Cotton Monitoring and Research Campaign has made it clear that adult women and girls make 
up an increasingly large percentage of the cotton workers in Tajikistan, and that this trend has serious 
implications for these women and girls’ health and wellbeing.  Although labour migration is a well-
documented phenomenon in Tajikistan, little research has been done into its effect on rural families and 
agriculture, as well as the labour pool available for the cotton harvest.  In future years, both IOM and 
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other international organizations would be well served to more closely consider migration’s impact on 
the cotton harvest and the influence of women’s increased role in cotton production. 

Ongoing monitoring and research efforts will need to take into consideration certain broader 
economic factors, such as the pervasive indebtedness of cotton farmers and the clout of monopolizing 
holding companies.    The 2013 Cotton Monitoring Campaign established, together with data available 
from previous studies, that the observance or violation of cotton pickers’ labour rights are in many cases 
directly linked to dekhan farmers’ general economic success.  Endemic indebtedness decreases many 
farmers’ ability to pay their workers on a timely basis, and significantly lowers their interest in legally 
registering and paying taxes on their workers, such as the provision of labour contracts would require.   
As efforts to monitor and prevent labour violations in the cotton harvest continue, consideration will 
need to be given to the broader state of the cotton sector, and the ongoing limitations faced by 
indebted farmers and the deeper structural limitations faced by the agricultural sector in Tajikistan.   
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PHOTO CREDITS 
 

All of the photographs included in this Annual Assessment were taken by IOM employees during 
monitoring visits to the 25 targeted cotton-producing districts, which the exception of the photograph 
on page 8, which was taken by one of IOM’s NGO partners during a monitoring visit in Khatlon Oblast. 
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