Uzbekistan: Central government orchestrates the forced labour campaign
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On September 22, Prime Minister Shavkat Mirziyaev held a conference call (selectornoye soveshanie) with all regions of Uzbekistan in which local officials, offices of the prosecutor, police chiefs, and farmers were obliged to take part.  The Prime Minister instructed local governors to arrange a so called "khashar," which is a form of forced labour, the practice of which has been known since Soviet times.

The term "khashar" means voluntary, collective work done for the sake of the common good or to help out one's neighbors, a practice that is in keeping with Uzbek tradition. However, the Uzbek regime exploits the concept to put a positive spin on its policy of forced labor, which contravenes international conventions to which it is a signatory, as well as its own constitution.

This year, the cotton harvest "khashar" is expected to last at least until October 12, but may be extended. In practical terms, this means that all schoolchildren, college students, and local civil servants are subject to 'conscription.'

Such conference calls are being convened every 15 days by the Prime Minister, who has been charged with responsibility for Uzbekistan's agricultural sector. During these conference calls, Mirziyaev instructs local governments and farmers when to begin certain agricultural tasks such as seeding, weeding, using pesticides and defoliants, harvesting, etc.. This year, he gave instructions to begin defoliation even though the cotton had not yet ripened and farmers were reluctant to waste expensive agro-chemicals.  This style of governance suggests that little has changed since the times of the Soviet kolkhozes and sovkhozes.

Source: our own local correspondents.

