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 1. Executive summary 

 

∗ Central Asia is notable for its geographical remoteness and a long period of isolation in recent times, 
following its deep history as the region of the "Silk Road" to China. 

∗ Since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the five Central Asian states' independence in 1991, there 
has been a steady return to authority of the previous elite, albeit in a new guise promoting the market 
economy. 

∗ Reforms have had contradictory effects, opening societies up and providing many new opportunities, 
but profoundly damaging working people's standards of living and security. 

∗ The state-backed trade unions have so far provided insufficient defence against this process, which has 
strong external backing. 

∗ There is an almost total absence in the region of new, independent unions, especially in public 
services. 

∗ The "official" state unions have undergone some change but everywhere they remain hierarchical, 
structurally linked with the state and often corrupted after decades of abusive control of social welfare 
funds. 

∗ Any judgment on possible links with Central Asian unions needs to balance several factors and 
inevitably involves some subjectivity.  For this and other reasons, the specific conclusions of this 
report counsel caution. 

∗ The only independent trade union centre, ITUCK in Kazakhstan, can arouse mixed responses, but it 
has some public service members and well deserves support and encouragement. 

∗ Only the most limited contact is recommended with Uzbekistan's unions, which are closely tied to a 
resolutely dictatorial government. 

∗ The cases of Tajikistan's and Turkmenistan’s official unions are more ambiguous.  These two 
governments also lack democratic legitimacy, but both countries were especially isolated in Soviet 
times and have remained so since independence.  On the whole their people desire international 
contact, and greater exposure to the outside world can only help to resolve their profound problems.  
Tentative contacts are possible, but without raising excessive early expectations. 

∗ In this writer's view, Kyrgyzstan's official unions show only limited signs of reform and do not yet 
merit formal international recognition.  Further contacts and closer familiarity are recommended. 

∗ The closest contacts justifiable at present would be with Kazakstan's unions.  They should be offered 
to both the official unions and the independent ITUCK unions simultaneously.  There should be no 
thought of affiliations until closer acquaintance is made. 
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 2. Introduction 
 
 

This report arises from a fact-finding mission to the Central Asian states of Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan in the spring of 1995.  The mission was undertaken by Thomas 
Lines, an independent consultant, at the request of the trade union secretariat, Public Services 
International. 

The terms of reference were: 

 To make contact with all public service unions except those representing teachers and 
post and telecom workers.  We [PSI] would like to receive a profile of each organisation, 
including an explanation of their role and functions, and their plans for operating in the 
future. 

The mission was undertaken between the last 10 days of May and the last 10 days of June 1995. During 
this period the consultant was based in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, where he had spent the previous two 
months working on another project and had held initial meetings with that country's trade unionists, 
starting on April 17th.  The following cities were then visited: 

 Almaty, Kazakstan, May 21st - 24th (attending an international seminar organised by the Trade 
Union Federation of Kazakstan, on special invitation of the International Labour Office); 

 Khujand and Dushanbe, Tajikistan, June 7th - 10th; 

 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, June 19th - 22nd. 

An attempt was made to meet all the trade unions which might have members of interest to PSI, but from 
lack of both time and prior knowledge certain gaps remain.  For example, armed forces unions 
(representing civilian workers in the forces) and aviation unions (which include airport staffs and air 
traffic control) were not interviewed.  Interviews were conducted with unions representing civil service, 
local service, transport, health and cartography workers. 

The consultant returned home to Brussels on Saturday, June 24th, 1995.  The report was finally revised in 
February 1996, after several further months spent in the region a project unrelated to trade unions. 

In his opinion, it is not possible to understand either the trade unions of this region or the context in which 
they operate without examining the political, economic and historical background.  This report therefore 
starts with an extensive discussion of the history and recent developments in the region, before placing 
working people and trade unions in this context. 

Warm thanks for assistance with the mission and preparation of the report are due to: 

• all the trade unionists met in the region, who freely gave of their time and information, especially 
those named in Annex 2 as "informants" with whom interviews were held about specific unions and 
confederations; 

• specialist advisors in the region, especially; Mr Almazbek Atambayev MP, leader of the Social 
Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan; Mr Jim Bigus, U.S. Embassy, Almaty; Ms Martha Patterson, U.S. 
Embassy, Dushanbe, and her research assistant, Muzaffar; 

• Mr Valentin Klotz, Mr Jim Windell, Mr Werner Blenk and Mr Zdenek Gregor of the International 
Labour Office, for information and advice; 

• Ms Anna Oulatar of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions, Brussels, Mr Rudy Porter 
of the ICFTU's Moscow office and Mr Ian Graham of the International Federation of Chemical, 
Energy and General Workers Unions (ICEF), also in Brussels, for invaluable pieces of information; 

• the U.S. Embassy's Documentation Center in Brussels for library access; 

• the driver Hamid for car transport between Tashkent and Khujand; 
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• Mr Hans Engelberts, General Secretary and Mr Alan Leather, Assistant General Secretary of PSI for 
their constant encouragement and support. 

A first version of the report was presented at a meeting of PSI in Geneva on October 19th, 1995.  This 
text has been revised in the light of the valuable comments made by participants at that meeting, and of 
the author’s subsequent experience working in Central Asia in another capacity since late October 1995.  
The most substantial changes occur in the conclusions about Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. 

All the translations of documents quoted in this text were done by the consultant, unless otherwise stated.  
Any errors or inadequacies in the report are entirely his own responsibility. 
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 3. Geographical and historical background 
 
 

The five countries covered in this report - Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan - are generally referred to collectively as Central Asia or Ex-Soviet Central Asia. They form a 
single region geographically, politically and economically, and for most of history the region has had a 
shared destiny.  Until the formation of the Soviet Union in the 1920s, this region or much of it went under 
a single name - at various times, Transoxiana, Turkestan and others. 

The geographical cohesiveness of the region is explained by the existence of major natural frontiers to its 
south, east and west, although the north is bounded by open plains or "steppe" which merge 
imperceptibly with the vast Siberian plain.  (See the map on p. 63.)  To the west the region is bounded by 
the Caspian Sea (the largest inland sea in the world) while its frontier with modern China in the east and 
Afghanistan in the south-east is formed by some of the world's highest mountains, the Pamir and Tyen-
Shan ranges, the first of which amounts to an extension of the Himalayas.  To the south-west, a natural 
frontier with Iran is created by desert and more mountains.  The region is traversed across the middle 
from east to west by two big rivers, the Syr-Darya and Amu-Darya, which flow (or used to flow) into 
another inland sea, the Aral Sea.  (The Amu-Darya was known in ancient times as the Oxus, hence the 
name of Transoxiana to describe the region to the north of it.)  Until the frontiers of the Russian Empire 
and China were determined in the 19th century, a large part of present-day western China, Sinkiang 
(Xinjiang), was also considered part of this region, with which it shared a common history and culture. 

Historically, the open frontier to the north has made the region subject to periodic invasions by people 
from colder climes such as the original Turks, the Mongolians and, in the modern period, the Russians.  
The only successful invasion from the south was that which brought Islam across the Amu-Darya.  On 
the map therefore this region resembles the "meat" in a sandwich between north Asia (today's Russian 
Federation and Mongolia) and the ancient Islamic civilisations to its south.  However, until the European 
domination of world trade by sea routes from the 16th century on, the region gained its fame and wealth 
from its role as a land link between the civilisations of the East (principally China) and those further west 
- the Middle East and Europe.  The east-west trade was carried out over many centuries along the so-
called "Silk Road", which actually went along numerous routes through Central Asia.  The cities of the 
Ferghana Valley on the River Syr-Darya (eastern Uzbekistan and northern Tajikistan today), as well as 
oases like Bukhara, Samarkand and Tashkent in the arid land around the two rivers further west, became 
major commercial, political, cultural and intellectual centres on the back of this trade.  However, with the 
exception of parts of Uzbekistan, the population density of the region is very light.  Kazakstan’s land area 
is 90 per cent as big as India’s, but its population is two per cent of India’s. 

It can be said that the culture of the region was moulded by four main influences, which might be defined 
as linguistic, religious, colonial and economic.  Most of the region's people speak various dialects of 
Turkish, which (like the languages of Turkey and Azerbaijan) trace their origins to nomads who moved 
from north Asia in earlier times.  Hence the region's name of Turkestan before the Russian Revolution.  
The Mongolian language is also related, and there is much in common between the traditional nomadic 
cultures of the Kazaks and the Kyrgyz and that of Mongolia.  The only linguistic exception is Tajik, 
which is a variant of Iran's dominant language, Farsi, and is used widely in ancient urban centres like 
Bukhara and Samarkand as well as Tajikistan.  The existence of mutually intelligible Turkic languages 
gives the region a cultural unity, shared with the Turkic Uighur people of Sinkiang.  It also gives four of 
the five countries in the region an affinity with Turkey; the fifth, Tajikistan, is linguistically closer to Iran 
and parts of Afghanistan. 

The second cultural influence is that of Islam, although its importance varies.  In their heyday, the cities 
of Bukhara, Samarkand and Khiva (all in modern Uzbekistan) were international centres of Islamic 
learning, and centuries of Moslem culture have left a strong mark especially among the traditionally 
settled, urban or farming peoples of the region, like the Uzbeks. However, when the Russian invasions 
began in the 18th century Islam had not reached many people north of the Syr-Darya, many of whom still 
lived as nomads.  Islam became the major religion of the Kazaks and Kyrgyz only in the 18th and 19th 
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centuries, when they were converted with government encouragement by Tatars from Russia.  It is easy 
to get an impression that Islam remains less important to Kazak and Kyrgyz people than to Uzbeks or 
Tajiks, and that the former have long been more open to Russian influence. 

The third major influence on the region has, naturally, been from Russia - especially the Russia of the 
Soviet period.  Before the Revolution the Tsars allowed the region a lot of political and cultural 
autonomy, primarily reserving military control for themselves.  However, the Soviet authorities sought to 
remould society in this region as throughout the rest of the USSR.  The nature and extent of this Russian-
Soviet influence will become apparent in later sections of this report. 

The final cultural influence is economic, but it is not uniform.  The central belt between the Amu-Darya 
and Syr-Darya rivers, mainly in present-day Uzbekistan, grew rich from over 1,500 years of trade along 
the Silk Road.  It had settled agriculture, which prospered in the oases and the Fergana Valley, despite an 
arid continental climate with extremes of temperature between summer and winter.  The desert Turkmens 
to the south-west, as well as the Kazakhs of the steppe to the north, however, lived mainly as nomads 
until they were forcibly settled in Soviet times.  (The number of Kazaks in Kazakstan fell from 4.0 
million in 1926 to 3.1 million in 1939, due to starvation and emigration during the collectivisation drive.) 
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 4. Inventing the nations 
 
 

Once before in the 20th century it looked as though the Russian Empire had broken up and dependent 
territories in Central Asia could go their own way.  However, when the Bolsheviks had established their 
control over today's Russian Federation in the Civil War of 1918-20, they proceeded to reconquer lands 
elsewhere in the former empire.  Their political base lay, in Central Asia as elsewhere, among the local 
Russian urban populations.  The indigenous people had established their own political entities, and their 
absorption into the Soviet state was slow and painful, although a sympathetic revolutionary government 
did exist in one of the most important parts of the region, the former emirate of Bukhara.  Elsewhere, and 
especially in more remote parts and among nomadic peoples, the Communist Party and Red Army met 
guerrilla resistance from the "Basmachi" movement, which remained active in Turkmenistan and 
Kazakstan until 1936. 

From the Bolshevik conquest in the first half of the 1920s until the outbreak of the Second World War, it 
took several adaptations before the new map of Central Asia was settled. Constituent republics of the 
USSR were eventually created, based on local "nationalities".  It was convenient for Moscow to divide 
the region into various relatively small and weak subordinate republics.  But they faced a problem in that 
the people of the region had not developed national (as opposed to cultural or regional) consciousnesses 
and tended to define themselves according to their place of origin or abode rather than by ethnic or 
linguistic distinctions.  It was common to speak more than one language or dialect and the speakers of 
various dialects were widely intermingled.   

After various permutations, the final boundaries were chosen in 1936.  Five “constituent” republics of the 
USSR were created.  The largest in area and most northerly was Kazakstan, which (like neighbouring 
Kyrgyzstan) had in the 1920s been an “autonomous” republic within the Russian Federation.  It was the 
only one to share a border with Russia, and most of the towns in its northern half had mainly Russian 
populations.  The republic’s intended role as a “buffer” territory is easy to see.  The other four republics 
were ostensibly created to represent certain “nationalities”, but the reality was more complex.  The 
greater size and economic power allowed to the new Uzbekistan reflected not only the Uzbeks’ larger 
population but the influence over the new map exerted by Uzbeks in the Bukhara revolutionary 
movement. 

The divide-and-rule nature of the final dispensation is abundantly clear when we look closely at the map 
(see Annex 1, p. 63).  Some of the boundaries between republics make good geographical sense: for 
example, part of the frontier between Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan is formed by the River Amu-Darya, 
while Kazakstan mostly occupies uninterrupted steppe (its northern frontier with Russia is inevitably 
arbitrary).  Problems are more apparent in odd corners of the region and in two big anomalies: the 
division of the Fergana Valley and the geography of Tajikistan.  Among the "odd corners" is the position 
of Tashkent, the largest city in the region with nearly two million people and capital of the most populous 
republic, Uzbekistan.  The main road and only railway from Tashkent to the bulk of the republic to its 
south-west both cross part of Kazakstan. 

The political map of the densely populated Fergana Valley must be among the strangest in the world, as 
tongues of land belonging to Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan twist around each other in a curious 
embrace.  Three of the valley's five provinces (oblasti in Russian) were allocated to Uzbekistan, although 
a journey from them through Uzbek territory to Tashkent is possible only on one road over a 1,500-metre 
(5,000-foot) mountain pass.  There is no rail link.  Khujand (or Khodzhent), centre of Tajikistan's 
province still known as Leninabad, is linked to the rest of Tajikistan by no railway and only one road 
crossing a 3,378-metre (11,000-foot) mountain pass.  This is the most fertile part of Central Asia, and 
such a division of the valley makes no geographic, strategic or economic sense at all, but it did mean that 
no one republic could gain firm control over its resources. 

The map of Tajikistan was the most obviously drawn up for political reasons, rather than on geographical, 
economic or ethnic grounds.  A full 93 per cent of its area is said to be mountainous and nearly half is 
made up of the sparsely populated "autonomous republic" of Gorno-Badakhshan, rising to the 7,495-
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metre (24,590-foot) Pik Kommunizma, the world’s highest mountain outside the Himalayas.  The most 
prosperous part of the country is Leninabad province in the north, which benefits from both the fertility of 
the Ferghana Valley and relatively high industrialisation bestowed upon it by Soviet planners.  The 
natural frontiers of Tajikistan are in effect to be found within its territory, not between it and its ex-Soviet 
neighbours. 

The political effect of these divisions is clear.  This potentially rebellious region was divided into five 
republics, none of which was very populous or could exert a strong command over the region's natural 
resources (rich agriculture and minerals, including large quantities of gold and oil).  In case of trouble, the 
strange political geography of, for example, the Fergana Valley might lead to jealousies being directed 
between the republics rather than against Moscow. Meanwhile, the Russian Federation was divided from 
the region by the 2.7 million sq. km. buffer territory of Kazakstan, where until the 1980s the most 
numerous ethnic group was Russian. 

These boundaries were drawn according to the principles of Leninist nationalities policy: each nationality 
should have its own territory where it could develop its own language and culture. (This policy was in the 
event distorted by the continued dominance of the Russian language.) The frontiers created between the 
five republics generally followed lines of linguistic division, although there were anomalies: 30 per cent 
of the people of Tajikistan (and fully half of Khujand) are Uzbek, while many Tajiks think the Uzbek 
cities of Bukhara and Samarkand should have been placed in Tajikistan because their main urban 
language was Tajik. 

This nationalities policy had some logic where nations were well defined (as in the Caucasus) and lived 
within well established borders (as between Russia and the Ukraine).  In Turkic Azerbaijan in the 
Transcaucasus, a movement for national self-determination had developed before the Russian Revolution.  
But there was almost no such national consciousness in Central Asia: it was in effect artificially generated 
by Soviet policy.  The story is told of Turkmenistan: 

 Before the establishment of Soviet rule, the largely nomadic Turkmen tribes never formed 
a national state, and were often divided among different powers, such as the Iranian 
empire, the Khivan khanate and the Bukharan emirate...  It was between 1930 and 1935, 
however, that the Turkmen intelligentsia was the most vocal, going so far as to demand 
political autonomy and the abandonment of the Turkmen language in favour of Anatolian 
Turkish or Chagatai, a Turkic language with deep literary roots in Central Asia.1 

These intellectuals did not identify with their own "language" (or dialect of Turkish).  But their demand 
for either the Turkish of Turkey or the ancient language of Samarkand and Bukhara would have implied a 
"national" unity for most of Central Asia, which the Soviet authorities were not prepared to contemplate. 

It is worth noting here the unreliability of the often-quoted statistics on nationality in Soviet censuses.  
Conversations in Central Asia quickly reveal how arbitrary is the "nationality" written in many people's 
documents.  Asked his nationality, one man in Bukhara told me that in the home his family spoke Tajik 
but his passport showed him to be Uzbek: a coded way of saying he was a Tajik but it was pragmatic to 
be recorded as Uzbek.  Others ask what "nationality" they should call their children if, for example, they 
live in Uzbekistan but the mother is Russian and her parents were a Russian and a Ukrainian, while the 
father had Tatar and Kazak parents and is himself classified as Tatar.  Many people bestowed on their 
children the most politically helpful nationality they could: frequently Russian, sometimes the "nominal" 
nationality of the republic where they lived.  The people most discriminated against, such as the Jews in 
Russia, were the most inclined to make such choices.  So the much quoted census figures giving the 
shares of given nationalities in each republic should be treated as approximate at best. 
 
                     
    1 Chapter 14, "Turkmen", by Annette Bohr, pp. 228 and 231 in The Nationalities Question in the Soviet Union, ed. 
Graham Smith, pub. Longman, London and New York, 1990.  An informative account of the creation of the new 
republics (especially Uzbekistan and Tajikistan) can also be found in Donald S. Carlisle, “Geopolitics and Ethnic 
Problems of Uzbekistan and its Neighbours”, pp. 71-104 in Muslim Eurasia: Conflicting Legacies, ed. Yaacov Ro’i, pub. 
Frank Cass, London, 1995. 
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 5. Independence and economic reform 

 

The previous section focussed on the political creation of the nations of Central Asia and the way in 
which their boundaries were drawn.  This was necessary to understand the political background to 
independence in the 1990s.  In Soviet times, even opponents of the Soviet Union often held up Central 
Asia as the "success story" of the USSR.  Although there was much avoidable political suffering, the 
population became literate and educated and an urban industrial society was created.  Right to the end, the 
region remained heavily subsidised by the central Soviet budget. 

In contrast to the long resistance to Soviet rule in the 1920s, under Perestroika in the late 1980s demands 
for change in this region were more muted than elsewhere.  True, the first public display of opposition in 
the Soviet Union was in Almaty in December 1986, when a riot greeted Moscow's decision to replace the 
popular Brezhnevite first secretary of Kazakstan's Communist Party, Dinmukhamed Kunayev, with a 
Russian.  As Perestroika developed, a nationalistic and democratic popular movement, Birlik, was formed 
in Uzbekistan, like those in more westerly republics.  But even in Tashkent, the "capital" of Soviet 
Central Asia, this movement was easily manipulated by the Communist authorities.  No movement 
remotely as significant appeared in the other four republics and nowhere was there a popular movement 
for full independence as in the Baltic states, the Ukraine and the Transcaucasian republics: national 
demands were limited to questions about the official language. 

Hence there was little preparation for the independence that suddenly appeared in late 1991, and the anti-
Communist "democrats" were even less able to assume power than in Russia or the Ukraine.  The 
political consequences of this will be discussed in section 7.  This section discusses the economic 
background to that development: the attempted transition to a market economy and its impact on society. 

It is as well first to note the immense difficulty of the transition.  Converting a centrally planned economy 
to a market system requires a wholesale transformation not only of the economic system but of the social, 
political and legal systems as well.  The task had never been attempted before, and those who faced it at 
the beginning were taking a big step in the dark.  It was commented at the time that anybody who claimed 
to know how to do it was lying. Nevertheless, certain principles of successful economic transformations 
have been identified over the years, and these could have been used as guides.  Instead, the reformers and 
their foreign advisors chose to pursue economic dogmas which had no demonstrable basis of success in 
experience. 

Let us see what the economy looked like as it came out of Communism, and then consider what - in 
hindsight - might have been an effective approach to the task.  Superficially, the Soviet economy looked 
rather like those of the developed capitalist world: an urban industrial economy with relatively high levels 
of education and social security.  But its basic mode of operation - through the setting in Moscow of plans 
for the physical output of all manner of goods throughout the Soviet Union - was unlike the essentially 
autonomous operations of the market economy, which is motivated by decisions to invest money for a 
profitable return, and in which therefore finance and money play the central role.  Prices were determined 
not by market mechanisms but by economic planners, who took non-economic questions into account. 
The Soviet economy was also an archetypally closed economy, basing its production on domestic 
resources and permitting almost no imported goods to provide competition. 

The problems which had to be faced in transforming this economy at the end of 1991 can be summed up 
as follows. 

1. Most enterprises and the economy as a whole were in effect bankrupt (this was arguably the 
underlying reason for the USSR's collapse).  They therefore had no funds available for the 
massive investment required for economic restructuring. 

2. Most of industry had no hope of competing with the outside world since its product quality was 
poor while the use of both capital and labour was very inefficient. 

3. Great intellectual capacity existed for technological development but most of the technologies in 
use were many years behind the rest of the world. 



 9 

4. There was no business management experience as understood in the outside world: productive 
enterprises were run by ministries as branches of government, and there was no knowledge of 
business accounting, investment principles or marketing - or personnel management or (some 
would say) even office management. 

5. A large share of industry supplied military needs and would need very careful conversion if it 
was not to collapse entirely.  This is most important in Kazakstan and Uzbekistan. 

6. Money played only a limited role in the economy.  There was no credit or banking system as 
understood internationally, and the main roles of money were the limited ones of a passive 
accounting device, and giving consumers something to exchange for goods in the shops. 

7. There were not enough goods for consumers to spend their money on (salaries rose rapidly 
during the Brezhnev years), so they accumulated a vast "monetary overhang" of roubles waiting 
to be spent.  At the same time, most basic commodities (housing, food, transport, energy, 
telephones...) were provided almost for free.  Hence, any move to make prices depend on the 
market would have to be very careful indeed if there was to be any chance of avoiding massive 
inflation. 

8. There was (and still is) no independent legal system in which contracts could be enforced or 
other grievances rectified. 

9. At the same time, the states of Central Asia suddenly, without any warning, had to create the 
political and economic institutions of independent statehood almost out of nothing. 

The economy was, in other words, grievously ill adapted to withstand the pressures of an open 
international market; not surprising after more than 60 years of autarky based on centralised planning of 
physical inputs and outputs.  To enable it to withstand such pressures in the future required a long period 
of recuperation, permitting industry to adapt to the new circumstances under protection from foreign 
competition.  The management of such protection would admittedly require skilful administration.  It 
would be necessary to develop local markets for locally produced goods and to bring those goods steadily 
up to a standard where they could meet foreign competition both at home and abroad.  This meant paying 
attention both to maintaining domestic demand and to restructuring businesses before they were subjected 
to the full force of competition.  All this could be assisted by keeping the domestic currency cheap on 
international markets, so that exports were sold at low prices abroad while imported goods were priced 
out of most consumers' reach. 

It was important to stimulate the development of new private businesses as vital sources of employment, 
innovation and competition, but any privatisation of major industrial enterprises would seem at the early 
stages to have been irrelevant.  More important initial priorities should have been to begin the slow 
process of developing banking and monetary systems, competent government, and reliable and 
independent legal systems.  Conventional macroeconomic policy could only have a limited effect while 
the monetary and financial systems remained weak. 

The story of what actually happened cannot be told without discussing Russia's economic reform 
programme introduced by the Acting Prime Minister, Yegor Gaidar, at the beginning of 1992.  This was 
the joint creation of radical anti-Communist economists in Russia and professional advisors from the 
West.  It was based on a twin illusion shared by both these groups: that the Soviet economy was more 
highly developed and adaptable than was in fact the case; and that it would readily respond to the 
macroeconomic stimuli, particularly of a monetarist sort, which are commonplace in developed capitalist 
economies.  The form of economic analysis favoured by both groups showed the naive faith in market 
mechanisms and monetary solutions to problems of the "neo-classical" school, which has been influential 
throughout the world in recent years.  Acceptance of these nostrums was forced on all countries of the 
former Soviet Union by the pressures of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. 

At the beginning of 1992 Mr Gaidar's government undertook: 
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• an immediate freeing of prices on basic consumer goods, leading to a predictable surge of inflation 
and widespread impoverishment; hoarders of goods released their stocks and the shops became full - 
but to a large extent because many people could no longer afford to buy; 

• import barriers were pulled down, and long pent-up demand for imports meant that in many sectors 
they rapidly pushed local goods out of the market; 

• inflation was eventually reduced by cutting government spending, squeezing the money supply and 
allowing the real value of the rouble to rise against foreign currencies; 

• at a very early stage, starting in 1993, a programme of mass privatisation of industry was embarked on 
- before any restructuring or management training could enable firms to survive as competitive private 
enterprises. 

The consequence of these policies was rapid inflation accompanied by a collapse of industrial production.  
There was a sharp squeeze on health, education and other parts of the social sector, on research and 
development of all sorts, and a sharp and sudden increase in economic inequality as a few grew rich from 
the new opportunities offered but most were made poorer. Some export industries (mainly raw materials, 
also needed by Russian industry if it was to revive) did continue to prosper, but their managers often put 
much of the earnings in foreign bank accounts. 

For technical reasons, the emphasis on monetary policy was peculiarly inappropriate.  Because of 
money's limited role in the centrally planned economy and the absence of credit, the stock of money in 
the former Soviet Union was low relative to national income.  World Bank statistics show broad money 
supply in Uzbekistan fluctuating between 17 and 23 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 1992-
93, compared with 37 per cent in Chile in 1993 and figures in developed market economies that ranged 
from 48 per cent in Ireland up to 189 per cent in Japan.2  Squeezing the money supply to cut inflation did 
not mean, as in a developed market economy, making loans more expensive so businesses spent less on 
investment and consumers less on houses and cars; it meant limiting the number of banknotes sent to 
enterprises and employers (and to neighbouring countries which continued to use Russian roubles).  
Businesses overcame this problem for a period by promising to pay suppliers at a later date (i.e. creating 
credit); but they also cut down their outgoings by failing to pay wages, often for months at a time.  The 
general public was already hit by a sharp fall in real wages due to inflation and the contraction of the 
economy; but even those reduced wages were not paid. 

The wage non-payment crisis continues throughout the former Soviet Union and is a key test for the trade 
unions.  As a solution to inflation it has been tacitly supported by the IMF and World Bank.  In Tajikistan 
in 1995, the government virtually confiscated unpaid wages under direct pressure from the IMF.  It is 
workers and employees who have had to pay the cost of the massive economic crisis that accompanied 
these monetary policies. 

The motivation of many members of the Soviet elite who supported reform must be understood. Borik 
Misnik, Chairman of the Russian Metalworkers Union, gave an insight in an interview published in the 
AFL-CIO's Forum magazine in 1995: 

 Why did so many people in the nomenklatura support Gorbachev and allow him to 
change the system?  Because, although they were pleased by the power they had, they 
didn't have property...  Today, these same nomenklatura members are in the government, 
around President Yeltsin, and in leadership positions at numerous banks and insurance 
companies...  Today, they are happy with their lot.  In no way do they want to advance 
reforms that would allow workers to share in the relatively large profits being made in 
Russia.3 

                     
2World Development Report 1995, pub. Oxford University Press, New York, 1995: Table 12, pp. 184-185. 
3 Forum: the AFL-CIO Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 9 No. 2, winter-spring 1995, p. 19.  This is a very informative 
special issue on unions in post-Communist countries.  Section 8C of this report also draws on it. 
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Elite members with access to profitable resources have taken advantage of recent uncertainties to grab 
whatever share of property or income was available to them.  In Russian this process of self-enrichment 
by those with command over resources became known as ograblenye ("thieving").  It is as important for 
understanding the first half of the 1990s as glasnost was in the late 1980s.  (It is in fact an old tradition of 
Soviet life which simply came to the fore with the breakdown of order in the early 1990s.) 

Mr Gaidar's "shock therapy" reforms had various broader consequences.  It quickly alienated even 
supporters of reform in the Russian parliament, who saw the effects on their electors, leading ultimately 
to the confrontation with President Yeltsin and his storming of the parliament in October 1993.  Outside 
Russia, the other ex-Soviet republics found they had little choice but to follow the rapid price 
liberalisation, whatever their own doubts about the policy. 

Four years later, the Russian economy has still to stabilise after declining to less than half its previous 
production level, and it is no exaggeration to say that much of the population lies destitute.  Despite 
claims in early 1995 that there would soon be economic growth again, in January 1996 Russian industrial 
production was five per cent less than one year earlier.  This is the biggest peacetime economic collapse 
anywhere this century.  It may be that the rigours of conversion to a market economy were bound to lead 
to some decline, but such a calamity could surely have been avoided.  Inflation was high everywhere, 
reaching an annual rate of 10,000 per cent in Turkmenistan in 1993.  According to figures from the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, quoted in the Financial Times of March 7th, 1995, 
the real GDP of certain ex-Soviet countries showed the following performance (percentage growth or 
decline): 

    Country  1990 1991 1992 1993  1994 Decline 
          (est.) 1990-94 

 Kazakstan     0 -13 -14 -12  -25  -51 
 Kyrgyzstan   +3   -5 -25 -16  -10  -45 
 Tajikistan    -2 -13 -34 -28  -15  -66 
 Turkmenistan   +2   -5   -5   -8  -10  -24 
 Uzbekistan   +2   -1 -11   -2    -3  -15 

 
 Russia     -4 -13 -19 -12  -15  -49 
 Ukraine     -3 -12 -17 -14  -23  -53 
 CIS (total)    -4 -12 -19 -13  -17  -51 

In the early stages, the least ravaged economies appear to have been Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.  It is 
possible to hazard some guesses as to why these two republics, with reputations as among the most 
conservative in the ex-USSR, should have looked relatively good: 

• the slowness of their reforms meant more of the old system was still functioning; 

• they maintained or revived the authoritarian politics on which the old system depended; other slow 
reformers, like the Ukraine until 1994, replaced dictatorship with political chaos, which may have 
made continuation of the "command" economy unworkable; 

• unlike their neighbours, these two countries have valuable raw materials to export (cotton and gold in 
Uzbekistan, gas and cotton in Turkmenistan). 

But by the end of 1995, Turkmenistan was stuck in a profound economic crisis, with serious food supply 
problems and a potential for destabilisation of the regime.  Its President announced a change to a more 
market-oriented policy. 

The general impact on ordinary people of the kind of reform followed can be summed up as: 

• the sudden onset of job insecurity, which was unknown under the Soviet regime of compulsory 
employment; 

• a sharp decline in real wages; 



 12 

• wages left unpaid for many months at a time; 

• the educational system gravely weakened; 

• the formerly free health care system now requiring payment for many things, frequently leading to 
hardship in cases of serious illness; 

• no reduction in bureaucracy and no noticeable improvement, despite the advent of "democracy", in the 
ability to get legal redress for grievances; 

• corruption becoming endemic after the degree of discipline provided by the Communist Party was 
removed. 

All of this points to an intense need for organisations which will defend ordinary people against the forces 
that have driven them into distress. 
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 6. The impact on public services 

 

It can be difficult to explain to people in the former Soviet Union what Public Services International is 
about.  The title is correctly translated by PSI into Russian as Internatsional Obshchestvennogo 
Obsluzhivaniya, but this can leave even senior trade unionists baffled.  This is because the concept of 
"public" scarcely exists, while its combination with the word "service" does not match people's 
experience.  The Russian language contains words for "people", "nation" and "society" but none that 
directly corresponds with "public"; the word obshchestvenny, generally used to translate the English 
adjective, is derived from the word for "society" (obshchestvo).  In Soviet times, the best known use of 
the word was in the phrase "public organisations" (obshchestvennyye organizatsiye) - more often written 
in English as "mass organisations", bodies like the Soviet Women's Committee and the Peace Committee 
which acted as fronts for the Communist Party to mobilise the population and provide a human face to 
sympathetic people from the outside world. 

The term "public" in fact derives from the cultural circumstances of a market-based society, where the 
distinction between the public and private sectors is critical and where professional ethics of service may 
be highly regarded.  The "public" in a political democracy also carries weight. 

In the Soviet Union, by contrast, where everything was owned and run in the name of the people, and 
there was little concept of service in any sphere, the distinction "public service" could seem to mean little.  
"Service" was seen as servile and something to be avoided, especially by the state.  To give but one 
example of how such attitudes were formed, I know of a senior doctor in Moscow who, in the late 1930s, 
was asked to treat a member of Stalin's Politburo.  He refused since he had to go to a nearby village to 
investigate an epidemic, which he considered medically more important. In consequence he was sent to a 
labour camp for several years.  It is not surprising if the noble concept of public service withered and 
died.  In all too many spheres, workers found it impossible to conscientiously serve the public.  It was 
safer to serve their masters, and probably more satisfying to serve themselves. 

In presenting PSI to Central Asian trade unionists, I usually had to fall back on defining its affiliated 
unions in one of two ways: either as those which represent workers in the so-called "budgetary sector", 
which was limiting because it did not extend far beyond services like health, education and welfare; or, 
more often, as those which represent workers who report to the state, whether national, provincial or 
local.  The latter solution of course gave the wrong gloss: it emphasised the workers' subordination to the 
state (a notion which ex-Soviet citizens can all too easily understand), not their (and their unions') 
commitment to serving the public.  But at least it defined accurately which groups of workers were 
involved, so there was a basis for discussion. 

Of course, services resembling what elsewhere are called "public services" do exist and are often 
organised in much the same way.  The trade unions do not traditionally organise them separately; this is a 
result of history which will be discussed when we come to look at the specific unions of interest to PSI.  
But the broad range of services reflected in PSI's membership exists in Central Asia, and has been 
affected by recent changes in a variety of ways.  In general three consequences can be identified as 
affecting all or most public service workers in the region.  There have been some (but in most cases so far 
not many) redundancies of staff; pay rates have not kept up with inflation, so that real incomes have 
fallen - often sharply; and wages or salaries are frequently paid in arrears, often many months in arrears, 
leading to further hardship. 

Those three general effects of recent changes are not very different from those affecting workers in other 
branches, except that the decline in real incomes has often been greater than in industry.  The workers of 
interest to PSI can be subdivided into five groups, each of which has felt the changes in a different way.  
These will be examined in turn. 

In the civil service and local administration (ministries and provincial or local government), there is a 
serious problem of recruitment and retention of staff.  Civil servants are often highly qualified and have 
good contacts and useful knowledge for other employers, so many have left for better paid work in the 
private sector, sometimes for foreign companies.  Others have established their own enterprises - often 
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run from the address of the ministry or local authority that "employs" them. It is hard for the state to 
recruit capable new staff, the best of whom will be taken on by employers who can offer far more 
attractive terms.  The Ministry of Labour in Uzbekistan, for example, had a full complement in April 
1995 of 70 senior staff in its main office in Tashkent, but had filled less than 50 of these posts.  This 
picture is familiar to public services in many parts of the world but it is new in the former Soviet Union, 
where civil service jobs used to be regarded as prestigious and well qualified citizens had little choice 
where to work due to the direction of labour. 

There have been cutbacks and major changes in working conditions in the second field described here, 
the so-called "budgetary sector".  Much of what was traditionally regarded as social services (and 
provided by the trade unions themselves), such as holiday rest homes, children's holiday camps and 
cultural centres have been cut back due to lack of funds, or the diversion of funds by corrupt officials.  
Health services have not experienced many redundancies, but as we have seen, many doctors and 
hospitals now charge for drugs, operations and other services.  Doctors and nurses in the USSR were 
always ill paid and it was customary for patients to give doctors generous "tips"; but in principle the 
service always remained free at the point of use.  That principle has been gravely weakened or 
disappeared entirely.  Working conditions have deteriorated since medicines and equipment are no longer 
imported from the ex-Communist countries of Central Europe, and maintenance and renewal is difficult 
for hard-stretched budgets.  There are severe shortages of drugs. 

Workers in municipal services, infrastructure and utilities are subject to the general difficulties already 
described.  There has been some privatisation in, for example, small commercial enterprises like 
hairdressers and shoemenders, whose workshops used to be run as municipal services.  Those working in 
the utilities and public transport often have to use deteriorating equipment, which the authorities cannot 
afford to maintain or replace.  So their work is becoming more dangerous, harder and more unpleasant.  
(There are exceptions such as new buses and taxis in Tashkent, imported from South Korea and Turkey.) 

The situation in the security forces is mixed.  The armed forces generally have difficulties of recruitment, 
equipment and morale, as they do in Russia and the Ukraine.  However, in Uzbekistan the police seem to 
have prospered.  There is a bitter joke in Tashkent that they are the only people whose numbers and pay 
have increased in recent years. 

Finally, there is a fifth group of public services which formerly were in the most hidden part of the Soviet 
secret state but now have come into the open.  Examples are nuclear workers and those engaged in 
geodesy and cartography.  Nuclear secrecy is readily understandable, while maps were regarded by the 
Soviet state as highly confidential and work on them was closely controlled from Moscow.  (Another 
sector to have come into the open from the secret state is long-distrance transport: railways, civil aviation 
and road freight.) 
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7. Recent political developments 
 
 

In any other setting, the events in the Soviet Union in 1991 would have been called a revolution.  As in 
1917, the state was discredited in the eyes of the people, it faced insuperable economic difficulties, lost 
control of events and, in the face of a challenge, suddenly collapsed. The colossal extent of this failure, 
including the loss of belief among the state's own officers, is seen in the fact that so little resistance was 
finally offered.  It became apparent how much the Soviet system relied for its very existence on 
repression and the slowly fading memories of systematic state terror, and how little then on perceived 
benefits to the population. 

But not all revolutions are ultimately successful.  The first Russian "Revolution" of 1905 was defeated.  
By 1995 it seemed that all the countries of Central Asia (like most of the former Soviet Union) had 
entered a period of counter-revolution.  Much of the old order had regained power and the political gains 
made during two or three years of excitement were being put into reverse.  This is more easily 
accomplished in Central Asia than elsewhere since the "revolutionary" movement there was weaker and 
there was less active demand for change than in, say, Estonia, the Ukraine or Azerbaijan.  This view was 
expressed in a paper by Kazakstan's independent trade union confederation, ITUCK, in January 1995: 

 The free trade unions of Kazakstan are convinced that the reason for the absence of real 
progress in the reforms over a period of five years now is that socio-economic reforms in 
Kazakstan have been made to serve bureaucrats and not the people, political reforms in 
the proper sense have not even begun and the people of Kazakstan are just as far today 
from the possibility of influencing government decision-making as they were in the years 
of CPSU dictatorship. 

The old authorities began to turn the tide in 1992, exploiting rapid popular disappointment with the 
misguided economic changes.  By 1995 they could rely on widespread nostalgia for the greater prosperity 
and personal security which people recalled from the Brezhnev years.  But they are not creating replicas 
of the USSR.  Both the new economic systems being developed and the acknowledged fact of national 
independence show an adaptation to change. 

This development actually reflects the strength of the Communist Party's former monopoly of power in 
the Soviet Union.  Under the Soviet system, all senior administrative and managerial positions (including 
in the trade unions) were reserved for a list of Party members and firmly reliable non-members, called the 
"nomenklatura".  The Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) was a tough political school and 
those who survived it had to become highly skilled in the dark arts of politics.  Their opponents 
meanwhile, being excluded from power at any level, had no opportunity to develop political or 
administrative skills.  The most famous opposition movement, that of the dissidents of the 1970s, 
comprised idealistic, almost other-worldly people.  Unlike other revolutions - whether in Russia in 1917, 
or the end of Communist rule in Poland in 1989 - the collapse of the old regime was not preceded by 
years of political activity by an organised opposition, preparing for power. 

Ironically, the failed conservative coup d'état of August 1991 probably made it more difficult for the 
democratic forces to win and consolidate power.  The spectacular failure of the coup suddenly discredited 
resistance to change, and fundamental changes like the banning of the Communist Party and the break-up 
of the USSR became inevitable in days or weeks; without the coup, those changes would have taken a 
longer period of political struggle to develop.  In that longer period, the democrats could have honed their 
political skills; as it was, barely a year after the first more or less democratic elections to the republics' 
parliaments, they were not ready to take over power. 

Meanwhile, the nomenklatura retained a near-monopoly of bureaucratic positions in both the economy 
and government.  Even where anti-Communist ministers were appointed, they were rarely able to impose 
their will over the ministries they led.  The persistence of this bureaucracy, defending its own class 
interests, provided a powerful block on attempts at successful reform, as many democrats who did come 
to power in Central Europe after 1989 had found out.  In the event, the ex-nomenklatura skilfully 
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manoeuvred the democrats out of the way, aided soon by the popular association of "democracy" with 
economic hardship.  Many ordinary citizens came to see the democrats in power as either incompetent or 
corrupt or both. 

Variations on this theme have been evident in every country of Central Asia since 1992.  The course of 
events has been reflected among the trade unions.  The political situation in 1995 is significantly worse in 
the more southerly countries (Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) but a similar trend back away 
from representative democracy and pluralism is apparent in Kazakstan and Kyrgyzstan too.  The rest of 
this section will describe each country in turn, starting with the most populous and ending with the least.  

 

Uzbekistan 

Uzbekistan has the largest population in the region and, after Kazakstan, the second largest area. With 22 
million people, it is the third biggest former Soviet republic after Russia and the Ukraine. It is the only 
one of the five Central Asian countries to share a common border with all the others and, according to 
guidebooks, constitutes the "heart" of Central Asia.  Tashkent, with nearly two million people, was one of 
the leading cities of the USSR and a kind of regional centre for Central Asia. 

The economy relies on the extensive monoculture of cotton (ill-advised irrigation of which has led to the 
rapid drying up of the Aral Sea), gold mining in the Kyzylkum Desert, and food crops in the Fergana 
Valley in the south-east, of which Uzbekistan has the best parts.  The country has strong tourist potential, 
with a favourable climate and a wealth of history and monuments. 

Uzbekistan’s politics since independence could be defined as the creation of a “neo-Communist” state.  
Political repression was gradually stepped up from 1992 onwards and by the end of 1993 what had been 
the most active opposition in Central Asia was destroyed.  This is an effective one-party state with 
rigorous censorship of the media, surveillance of the population and no public dissent from President 
Islam Karimov's policies.  Karimov exerts close personal control over all aspects of society and the 
economy, including the trade unions. All women are expected to wear dresses below their knees - 
because President Karimov has said he prefers it that way.  On the positive side, he seems genuinely 
motivated by concern, of a paternalistic sort, to protect the population from the hardships which attend 
post-Communist transitions elsewhere. However, official affirmations of popular support for the 
President conceal a widespread cynicism among all ethnic groups. 

Karimov became first secretary of Uzbekistan's Communist Party in 1989. He was directly elected 
President in December 1991 against one other candidate, Mohamed Solikh of the Erk party.  During 1992 
and 1993, a sustained campaign of harassment was pursued against leaders of Erk and other opposition 
movements.  Some opposition leaders were beaten up on the streets, others arrested on trumped-up 
charges of a political nature (like "insulting the honour of the President") or accused of drunkenness or 
hooliganism.  In prison, even before trial, they were beaten or placed in solitary confinement.  Many 
others lost their jobs. 

By 1994 all opposition leaders were either in prison or in exile or had given up political activity. Even the 
former Mufti of Tashkent was effectively dismissed by the government and fled into exile in Saudi 
Arabia.  Karimov gives as reasons for the repression the supposed threat of Moslem fundamentalism and 
the need for "stability".  (Religious feeling clearly runs deeper in Uzbekistan than among its neighbours; 
it is reported that the number of working mosques in the country rose from less than 100 before 
independence in 1991 to 5,000 by the end of 1993.) 

At the time of the last parliamentary elections in December 1994 only two parties were legally registered: 
the President's own People's Democratic Party (PDP), formed out of the Communist Party, and the 
Fatherland Progress Party, set up by an associate of Karimov to give the appearance of a multi-party 
system.  The PDP won over 80 per cent of the parliamentary seats.  In March 1995 President Karimov 
followed this up with a referendum on the proposition that his own term of office should be extended 
from 1996 to 2000 (this has become a favourite tool of Central Asian leaders since its invention in 1994 
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in Turkmenistan). Over 97 per cent support for the proposition was claimed in a very high turnout, 
although there was little sign of activity at polling stations in Tashkent which I passed on that day. 

 

Kazakstan 

Kazakstan's vast size (nearly as big in area as India), the long frontier with Russia and the delicate ethnic 
mix with a large Russian minority would complicate any ruler's task there.  The country is more liberal 
than any of its neighbours to the south, but neither the institutions nor the practice of political democracy 
have yet taken root.  With none of the out-and-out repression of Uzbekistan, there is freedom of assembly 
and a pluralistic press.  Four parties are legally registered although some, such as the Social Democrats, 
refused to register because of the detailed information about their members which the rules required.  
(The Social Democratic Party has now collapsed.) 

Like President Karimov in Uzbekistan, Nazarbayev was first secretary of his republic's Communist Party, 
but he was politically close to President Gorbachev and an influential member of the Soviet Politburo.  
However, even in Kazakstan rule has become more personal. Political struggles between the President 
and parliament have mirrored those in several ex-Soviet countries.  Since he was elected President 
without an opposing candidate in December 1991, Nazarbayev has found various ways to impose his 
will.  The parliamentary elections of March 1994 were condemned at the time by OSCE observers as not 
being free and fair. Nazarbayev brushed this criticism aside but discovered that despite his efforts, the 
new parliament behaved with some independence, including the rejection of two successive nominations 
for deputy prime minister.  In March 1995 Nazarbayev dissolved parliament after the Constitutional 
Court ruled that the 1994 elections had been so fraudulent as to be illegal; critics noted the political 
convenience of this ruling to the President at the time.  In April 1995 he won a referendum to extend his 
term of office until December 1999.  A new parliament was elected in December 1995, but it is expected 
to have little real power and the popular attitude to the elections was apathetic.  OSCE observers again 
criticised their conduct. 

Yet Nazarbayev declines to impose his will on the government so firmly as the Presidents of some 
neighbouring countries.  Where democratic controls and administrative norms are also weak, this can risk 
leading to factional infighting and chaos, rather than effective government. There is also tension between 
the Kazak and Russian sections of the population, as the Kazaks have sought to take over leading 
positions in the country.  Just three days before the December 1995 elections, Nina Sidorova, leader of 
the “Russian Centre” movement, had her registration as a candidate in Almaty revoked on the grounds 
that she made anti-constitutional comments. She sued President Nazarbayev for defamation for remarks 
he made on television, but the court rejected her claim and instead she was charged with contempt of 
court. 

 

Tajikistan 

Before independence Tajikistan had an active liberal opposition and appeared to some observers able to 
develop the tolerant attitudes required for democracy.  The radical mood of the period was seen in the 
description by the Health Workers' leader of how her union in 1991 threatened a joint strike with the 
agricultural workers over worsening pay and conditions of work.  This combination of strikers could have 
had a powerful impact.  However, independence and the multi-party system led to what amounted to two 
coups d'état in 1992.  They were followed by brutal reprisals in a bloody civil war, open intervention by 
the Russian army and the still unresolved division of the country into opposing camps.  Internal 
opposition is cowed by the presence of Russia's 201st Motorised Rifle Division, although in early 
February 1996 President Emomali Rakhmonov mobilised the army around the capital, Dushanbe, to avert 
a reported coup attempt. 

As explained by diplomats in Dushanbe, politics in Communist times were dominated by the prosperous 
northern province of Leninabad (around the city of Khujand), which is divided from the rest of Tajikistan 
by high mountains.  When its grip on power was relaxed, other regions fought over the inheritance.  After 
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months of protest in Dushanbe, the elected President Nabiyev was forced to resign in September 1992.  
But the parliament voted his successor out of office less than three months later when Rakhmonov's 
army, supporting conservative forces, entered the capital.  Rakhmonov took power and his supporters 
embarked on a campaign of murders, rapes and "disappearances", particularly directed at men from the 
Garm and Pamir regions in the east.  The 1992-93 civil war is reported to have cost between 20,000 and 
50,000 lives and led to the displacement or flight into exile of at least 500,000 Tajikistan residents as well 
as the collapse of the weak, cotton-based economy.  A "peacekeeping" force from the Commonwealth of 
Independent States was invited in and then took part in the war on Rakhmonov's side.  Although there are 
representatives of some other CIS member states on the border, in June 1995 the military forces in 
Dushanbe were unambiguously Russian, with the Russian flag and name clearly marked on all vehicles 
and at the barracks, and no visible reference to the CIS. 

At first Rakhmonov ruled in a coalition with politicians from Leninabad and the Uzbek-dominated Hissar 
region in the north, but he later imposed on the country his own nomenklatura faction from the southern 
city of Kulyab.  President Rakhmonov was directly elected in an election in November 1994 from which 
most real opponents were banned.  A new parliament was elected in two rounds of elections in February-
March 1995.  Judging by local press reports, Rakhmonov had no difficulty in getting his own nominee, 
said to be a weak man, elected Speaker. 

By 1995 Tajikistan amounted to a virtual Russian protectorate with the economy in ruins and almost no 
sign of economic reform.  Significant regions seemed to remain largely outside government control.  
Much of the eastern Pamir region (Gorno-Badakhshan) is isolated and ignored, and partly depends for 
food on humanitarian relief from Prince Aga Khan.  Food supplies generally are critical, and the U.N. 
Food and Agriculture Organisation in February 1996 said the country had no more than 40 per cent of 
food grain imports required for the year. 

Armed opposition exiles, linked with nominally democratic and Islamic parties, still make sporadic 
attacks across the border from Afghanistan as peace talks make little progress. Tajikistan is just as 
isolated as in Soviet times, with little chance of any foreign economic interest (other than in a small gold 
mine) under conditions of such instability.  The underlying situation appears more open and fluid than in 
Uzbekistan, but it is inhibited by the foreign military presence.  However, after the Chechnya war it may 
be that the Russians are tiring of their military involvement in Tajikistan.  According to The Economist 
(February 3rd, 1996), at recent peace talks Russia has been pressing for a settlement based on power-
sharing. 

 

Kyrgyzstan 

Rightly or wrongly, Kyrgyzstan has the reputation of being the most democratic and reformist country in 
the region, with a President who is the least identified with former times.  There is public debate, but in 
1994 President Askar Akayev closed down an opposition newspaper and an opposition magazine, while 
in June 1995 a trial was to open against another paper, Respublika, charged with libelling him. 

Akayev was elected President by the Supreme Soviet in 1990 and confirmed in office unopposed by a 
referendum in 1991.  He was re-elected in December 1995.  Although not a leading figure in Kyrgyz 
Communist politics before the political changes, I was told that he had been a worker in the Communist 
Party's Central Committee in Moscow.  He has less of the appearance of a Communist apparatchik than 
some rulers but appears to have learnt the techniques of political infighting. 

Known to be sympathetic to economic reform, Akayev has been subjected to the sustained political 
opposition of conservative forces, including the parliament and his own prime minister. In January 1994 
he sidestepped this opposition by calling a referendum to confirm him in power until the end of his term.  
He was announced to have won it with 96.4 per cent support from a 95.9 per cent turnout of the 
electorate.  He seems to have used this expression of support as a cue to ignore opposition from the 
parliament and members of the government, and ruled by decree when the parliament broke up due to the 
lack of a quorum in September 1994.  Fresh elections in February 1995 were to a new parliament with 
two chambers.  I was told that this worked to Akayev's advantage because the two chambers fell to 
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squabbling about their respective rights.  Shortly after the 1995 Presidential election, a fresh referendum 
was called to approve a consitutional changes that would give more power to the President, including the 
right personally to nominate all ministers (except the Prime Minister, who still needs parliamentary 
approval).  The referendum on February 10th, 1996 supported the changes with 94 per cent support and 
96 per cent of electors reported as voting. 

 

Turkmenistan 

The flavour of this country's politics is found in the name of the street where the trade union federation's 
office stands.  It means "Chief Turkmen Saparmurad Avenue", referring to President Saparmurad 
Niyazov's inauguration in 1992 as the Chief of all Turkmen people. This exotic form of nationalism 
covers a form of rule which is quite as personal as in Uzbekistan but much keener to keep the country 
closed.  It perhaps reflects the weakness of national consciousness of which we saw an earlier hint on p. 
8.  Turkmens are said to be more conscious of their tribal divisions than their nationality; Niyazov 
continues the Tekke tribe's domination over national life. 

Niyazov himself is the longest surviving ruler in Central Asia.  Appointed first secretary of 
Turkmenistan's Communist Party in 1985, under Perestroika he was a firm opponent of democratisation 
in his republic and his attitude did not change with independence in October 1991.  The Communist Party 
was renamed the Democratic Party and remained in practice the only legal party; its policy is quoted as 
being to implement the President's policy, but the party is politically unimportant.  In January 1994 a 
referendum permitted the President to stay in office until 2002, cancelling the 1997 elections.  Only 212 
citizens were said to have voted against this.  In parliamentary elections in December 1994 there was only 
one candidate per seat - just as before Perestroika.  Full media censorship continues, with all newspapers' 
galley proofs requiring inspection before they are printed.  As in Uzbekistan, radio and television express 
a uniformly positive attitude towards the government. 

There are some reports of arbitrary arrests and beatings, although much less than in Uzbekistan. But this 
may be just because the opposition was always weaker in Turkmenistan. Systematic surveillance 
continues and the government appears sensitive about its foreign image.  Among many examples, two 
visiting representatives of Amnesty International were deported in October 1992.  Only in this country 
did the official trade unions fail to invite me as a representative of PSI. 

There has probably been as much new building in Ashgabat as in all the other Central Asian capitals 
combined.  Cotton export revenues were used to pay for at least one city-centre hotel. But by the end of 
1995 the country had fallen into a profound economic crisis.  This led the Government to initiate some 
important steps in economic reforms, and 1996 may be the year of the first major privatisations. 
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8.  Trade unions - general 
 

There are two kinds of trade union in Central Asia: “official” unions, which are Soviet structures that 
have survived the political changes and are now trying to adapt; and “independent” unions, 
established in recent years with the aim of directly representing their members’ interests.  The official 
unions are much bigger and more powerful but because of their close link with state structures they 
present serious problems for foreign trade unionists; officials of the independent unions sometimes 
complain that their official rivals are not really trade unions at all and never have been. 

This section of the report describes what the trade union movement was like in the Soviet Union and 
what changes have taken place since Perestroika. 

 

8A. Trade unions in the Soviet Union 

The official trade union federations in Central Asia trace their origins to 1925, when the Communist 
government was consolidating its control over the region and was looking for social mechanisms to 
assist in this task.  Since under Marxist-Leninist thinking the Soviet state was to provide everything 
that its workers could require, those workers did not need any organisations of their own, independent 
of Communist Party control.  It must therefore be emphasised that the trade unions played a very 
different role from organisations of the same name under the capitalist system.  Closely tied to the 
ruling elite and staffed by the Communist Party’s nomenklatura, they were commonly described by 
either of two cliches: “the school of Communism” and “the transmission belt of the Party”.  It was 
generally understood that any place of work was run by three people: the director, the workplace 
Communist Party secretary and the trade union secretary.  Each had a clearly defined role, and they 
coordinated their activities in line with the requirements of the plan and the instructions of the Party.  
It was widely thought that the unions were staffed by nomenklatura members who had not made the 
grade or who were thought by their superiors to be past their professional best. 

The union’s essential functions did not include the direct representation of its members to employers, 
and only in the broadest sense the defence of those members’ interests.  One of the principles of 
organisation was that in any workplace all the staff, from director to dishwasher, would be members 
of the same union: since it was maintained that in the workers’ state there were no class distinctions, 
why should they not all join together? 

Three essential functions of the unions can be defined.  I will describe the third of them in some detail 
because it has an important bearing on the state of those unions in the present day.  The three 
functions were: 

• helping the management to maintain labour discipline and productivity; 

• overseeing the health, safety and working conditions of the workforce - this was indeed in defence 
of the workers’ interests, but in the absence of any independently chosen representation of 
employees, it was difficult to ensure it was well enforced; 

• receiving payment for and distributing a wide range of social benefits from the state to the 
workforce. 

The unions were formally financed by a “voluntary” one per cent levy on their members’ pay.  Until 
the late 1970s each member paid this in cash but after that it was automatically transferred to the 
union by the employer - a kind of check-off system, although it had very different implications.  The 
means both of payment for and of distribution of social benefits were of importance.  The unions 
provided many of the benefits of Soviet society to their members, from housing to sick pay; but it was 
not widely known until recently that this was financed by a further, much bigger levy of 37 per cent 
on each worker’s pay, transferred through an elaborate series of organisations to Moscow and then 
back to the union which administered the programme.  The sums involved were vast: it was officially 
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reported that between 1987 and 1989 the social insurance funds totalled 175 billion roubles, or nearly 
half the Soviet state budget for 1988. 

So the unions were financed by what amounted to two flat-rate payroll taxes, since it was scarcely 
possible to refuse to pay either of them.  Although formally possible, it would have been 
economically foolish to refuse to join the union, and it might be politically dangerous since it would 
be read as a mark of dissent.  Membership of the official unions was routinely near 100 per cent of the 
workforce.  However, since the larger of the two taxes was not even known about, and there was no 
democratic accountability for the use of public funds in any part of the Soviet system, the 
discretionary use of such monies provided ample opportunities both to manipulate the workers who 
depended on them and to divert funds away from their intended purposes.  It seems that many of the 
special facilities available to the nomenklatura, as well as the very special ones for top Party officials, 
were paid for at least in part on the circuit that these funds traversed.  In other words, workers’ payroll 
taxes, meant for their own social benefit, actually financed the plush VIP suites at airports and railway 
stations (which saved a lot of the extreme discomfort involved in travel around the USSR), and the 
hotels and banquets of the elite. 

Of the range of benefits provided, some were more or less automatically given to employees in case 
of need while others depended on the union’s discretion, in consultation with management and the 
Party.  The first category included benefits such as sick pay and and invalidity pay, and facilities like 
cultural and sports centres.  Since the enterprise - with its union - provided all these facilities to its 
employees in addition to a job, it came to resemble the capitalist phenomenon of a “company town’, 
in which employees are made entirely dependent on their employers.  It has also been described as a 
kind of industrial feudalism in which the enterprise director played the role of lord; citizens could not 
even move to another town without an official permit (propiska), which was obtained with great 
difficulty. 

The workers’ dependence on the good will of the management, the union and the Party secretary was 
enhanced by the second category of benefits, whose distribution was at their discretion.  This included 
both housing and cheap passes for travel and residence at better-quality holiday homes and sanatoria.  
Without these, workers’ holidays - and, perhaps, health care - could be much worse, but they were 
made available to relatively few employees.  It was important therefore for more than just work 
reasons to remain in both an employer’s and the union’s “good books”. 

The trade unions were therefore part of an elaborate system of social control, which union secretaries, 
enterprise directors and Party secretaries could manipulate at will with almost no accountability for 
their decisions.  In Marxist terminology, they appear to have run a key mechanism for drawing off the 
“surplus” value of production to the benefit of the Soviet ruling class.  This form of control was just 
as powerful as the more widely publicised political control exercised by the KGB, and much more 
subtle in its use.  The Soviet trade union was not a workers’ organisation at all but an organisation for 
the manipulation and control of the workers. 

 

8B.  Organisation of Soviet trade unions 

Most of the capitalist world is used to thinking of a trade union as a free-standing organisation which 
determines its policies according to its own democratic rules - and can decide to join a union 
confederation, or not to join one, as it sees fit.  As such, whether a country’s union tradition is based 
on one trade union centre or several competing centres, any centre is ultimately dependent on 
maintaining the good will of its member unions.  Authority flows from the bottom up.  Soviet trade 
unions and their USSR-wide confederation, like everything else in Soviet society, derived all their 
authority from the top.  This provides a fundemental difference in the character of the union 
organisations.  It is very difficult for individuals and society as a whole to break out of this top-down, 
authoritarian tradition, and lack of experience of more loose-limbed organisations can lead to great 
difficulties even in understanding different ways of doing things. 
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The union system’s organisation had a dual structure.  The central body was the All-Union Central 
Trades Union Council (AUCTUC), based in Moscow.  It was subdivided into both a regional 
network, with subordinate union councils in each republic and at provincial and district levels below 
that, and a network of branch unions related to specific sectors of the Soviet economy.  Each of these 
unions also had its own geographical structure.  The branch unions were something like “company 
unions”, since generally each ministry or major administrative unit had its own union working closely 
with it.  (Industrial enterprises were run by ministries such as the Ministry of the Coal Industry, the 
Ministry of Light Industry or the - military - Ministry of Medium Machine-making.)  Crucially, at all 
levels in both parts of the dual structure, union executive bodies included direct representation of the 
ruling elite (e.g. a senior ministry nominee or a council nominee, as appropriate, as well as a Party 
nominee). 

Two further features of this structure must be stressed.  Firstly, the system was centralised on Moscow 
and hierarchical.  Each level took its instructions from above.  Like the government, each republic’s 
union council (federation) took the form of an autonomous national unit but had none of its substance 
since there was no independent decision-making.  Even the chairman of a national federation had to 
get his own holidays approved by both the republic’s Communist Party and the AUCTUC in Moscow.  
Secondly, the union movement shared the same degree of uniformity as everything else in the USSR.  
Touring four capitals of Central Asia for this report, it sometimes felt as though I was visiting exactly 
the same trade union headquarters, meeting the same people in the same offices, but in four different 
cities. 

Although, as we shall see, there is now some difference between the policies of national trade union 
centres, within each centre the twin features of strong hierarchy and uniformity mean that in general 
there is little point in distinguishing between the policies and character of a trade union federation and 
those of any member union. Only in Kazakstan did I find even small signs of autonomous decision-
making by sectoral unions.  Hence, in chapter 9 which discusses the unions of each country in turn, 
the main focus will lie on the federations.  Individual unions will be referred to where appropriate, and 
they are described in detail in Annex no. 2 to the report. 

 

8C.  Perestroika and Independence 

The partial liberalisation of the Soviet Union under President Gorbachev’s Perestroika policy led to 
some strikes and the formation of strike committees to support them, and out of these grew new, 
independent trade unions in certain cases. The strike committees were most often established in 
traditionally militant industries like coal mining - notably in the Ukraine, Russia and the city of 
Karaganda (Qaragandy) in Kazakstan.  Other new unions grew out of new private businesspeople’s 
desire to cooperate and to have access to social benefits without associating with the state’s unions.  
New unions were not established in public services in the early stage, but Kazakstan’s independent 
trade union centre, ITUCK, now has several public service affiliates. 

The aim of the new, independent unions was the same as anywhere: to defend members’ interests and 
organise the members to fight for better pay and conditions. They reflected workers’ feelings that the 
official trade unions were irrelevant to that task.  In a situation where popular faith in the political 
system was disintegrating, they often in the heroic period of 1989-92 added political issues to their 
demands. They considered that the advance of working people’s interests could not be achieved 
without the radical overhaul of Soviet power. 

With notable exceptions, the independent unions have remained small and weak. They sometimes 
mistrust the very principles of organisation, discipline and mutual support, which they associate with 
the discredited state unions.  They have also faced bureaucratic obstruction from both the official 
unions and the state, who recognised the threat to their privileges posed by a democratic workers’ 
movement. The new unions cannot compete with the official unions in providing social services: they 
have neither the assets nor the staff to do so.  Nor do some of them want to do so because they feel it 
would distract from the fundamental task of defending workers’ rights, and could risk corrupting their 
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own officials.  But that leaves their members in a dilemma because they then need to have access to 
the facilities offered by the official unions.  Sometimes for this reason they choose to remain members 
of the official unions even after joining an independent one. 

The official unions in their turn have had to work out how to respond to the new conditions.  One 
senior official divided the unions in the region into four categories: 

• those that work closely with governments and support the government line without question - 
for example, in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan; 

• those that support economic reform and seek a social partnership with government, as in 
Kazakstan and Kyrgyzstan; 

• unions which organise collective actions of protest against government, as in Russia, the 
Ukraine, Belarus and (sometimes) Kazakstan; 

• “alternative” unions which are often supported by the ICFTU and AFL-CIO affiliates but can 
weaken the movement by dividing its front. 

In general, union officials said there was more emphasis in their own work than in the past on directly 
work-related questions, especially those subject to collective agreements with governments and 
employers: pay, pensions and retirement, conditions of work, training, holiday provisions.  Both 
national budgetary considerations and international advice have led to the withdrawal by the state of 
some of the official unions’ social functions, especially payment of pensions.  While workers still 
have 37 per cent of their pay deducted for welfare measures (in Kazakstan this has been reduced to 30 
per cent), now the unions receive generally only 15 per cent (15.5 per cent in Tajikistan) of the sums 
thereby deducted - or around five per cent of total pay over and above the one per cent subscription.  
(In Uzbekistan they receive just an additional two per cent of the total although the unions’ continuing 
responsibilities appear similar to neighbouring countries.) 

The unions’ continuing social responsibilities vary little from country to country and are listed below. 

1. Health care, holiday and tourism facilities for workers and their children (entails the ownership 
of sanatoria and children’s summer camps), and nursery schools.  Holidays were regarded in 
the Soviet system as akin to a health measure and time off is normally described as “rest”. 

2. At least some allocation of housing, jointly with employers. 

3. Monitoring of workers’ health and safety.  Although new laws often refer to new government 
bodies set up for this purpose, the bulk of the work remains with the trade unions.  Tajikistan’s 
health and safety law of December 1991 specifies that the unions have equivalent powers to 
government bodies. 

4. Legal services for members - not only work-related. 

5. Stadia and sports facilities, including (at least in Uzbekistan) training schools. (TUFU’s 1995 
programme specifies that its sports schools will maintain a “reserve” of sportspeople for 
national teams.) 

6. Local cultural facilities. 

7. Food distribution to members - especially important in Tajikistan. 

The following former responsibilities of trade unions have either been taken over by the state or the 
employer, or disappeared entirely: 

• pensions and at least some other social benefit payments; 

• the right to initiate legislation, generally replaced by a right to consultation on social legislation 
(in Tajikistan the right to initiate legislation remains); 

• organisation of work at the workplace - now a management prerogative; 
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• organisation of “socialist competition” between workplaces, cities etc; 

• construction of flats for union members; 

• economic education; 

• catering. 

The official trade unions present themselves as having become more democratic, for both internal and 
external consumption; it is a matter for debate how full a picture this provides.  Many of their leaders 
have engaged in the same struggle as others in the nomenklatura to retain their privileges and, now 
that private property is permitted, to turn the assets which they control into their own property.  The 
official unions have fought tenaciously to retain a role in welfare services, thereby maintaining 
ownership of hotels, sanatoria, banks and other assets which were built up with welfare funds.  Their 
opponents say these “social” assets should be nationalised, privatised or divided up between the old 
and the new trade unions. 

Without this concern to preserve property built up on the back of welfare funds, it is hard to explain 
the wide extent of economic assets and business activities explicitly permitted to trade unions under 
post-independence laws.  I received copies of the recent trade union laws of Kazakstan, Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan (Kyrgyzstan had passed none).  Article 23 of Kazakstan’s law states: 

 Trade unions’ property consists of their enterprises, housing fund, printing and 
publishing facilities, medical facilities, holiday, education, cultural, sporting, children’s 
and other facilities, including buildings and equipment, as well as other property 
obtained at the expense of the unions’ own resources...  The trade unions’ property is 
protected by law. 

Article 23 of Tajikistan’s law is almost identical and the last sentence consists, in Russian, of exactly 
the same words. 

All three laws, using the same phrase, permit unions to establish “banks, insurance and joint-stock 
companies”.  Tajikistan and Uzbekistan let them create “commercial joint ventures” while Kazakstan 
allows them to “participate in the foundation and operation of joint-venture companies”.  Unions in 
Kazakstan and Uzbekistan are permitted “to undertake foreign economic activity” while in Kazakstan 
they may “set up companies” and “undertake other productive and economic activities in accordance 
with their aims and obligations and with the laws of the Republic of Kazakstan” - a broad brief.  The 
Kazakstan official Federation’s constitution specifies that it should have both foreign-currency bank 
accounts as well as domestic ones. 

It was interesting how reluctant officials of the former state unions were, when asked, to express any 
interest in recruiting employees of new private firms.  But several of the federations have created 
unions of “entrepreneurs” to compete with the new independent organisations of employers.  Vladimir 
Shcherbakov, Chairman of the Moscow-based General Trade Union Confedration (VKP), himself 
commented, on hearing at the Almaty conference in May 1995 a description of the Union of 
Cooperative Workers and Entrepreneurs affiliated to Kazakstan’s official Federation, that this was not 
a trade union at all, but an association of another sort with different functions. 

Since independence all five countries investigated have joined the International Labour Office of the 
United Nations, but by the middle of June 1995 only Kyrgyzstan had notified the ILO it had ratified 
any ILO Conventions.  It confirmed its ratification of all those Conventions previously ratified by the 
USSR.  In the second half of June, Tajikistan told the ILO of its ratification of the same ones, while 
Uzbekistan forwarded a list of four Conventions it had ratified.  The government of Kazakstan 
promised under its 1995 tripartite General Agreement to ratify four Conventions but by the middle of 
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July it had not done so. Turkmenistan’s trade unions said the authorities there were examining ILO 
Conventions one by one; none had yet been ratified.4 

This means that of the five countries, only Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan had ratified the critical 
Conventions nos. 87 (of 1948) and 98 (of 1949), on Freedom of Association and Collective 
Bargaining respectively.  Neither was ratified by Uzbekistan or was on the list for ratification by 
Kazakstan.  This greatly limits the means of enforcing new unions’ rights. 

It is generally thought desirable in trade union circles for arrangements to be made for employers to 
check off union fees from members’ pay.  This ensures the union will receive the subscriptions at the 
right time and saves it from chasing them up.  It is also taken as a sign of an employer’s good will.  
But however desirable the check-off may be elsewhere in the world, it can be argued that in the ex-
USSR it inhibited the development of independent, democratic trade unions.  It reinforced a common 
(and surviving) view of managers that their workforce’s union affiliation is a matter for the managers 
to decide, not the workers themselves.  Without a check-off system, it seems likely that many more 
workers would have ceased to pay their dues to the existing unions - whether because of 
disillusionment with those unions or the decline in real incomes that has attended on the collapse of 
Communism. Possibly more workers, no longer members of the official unions, might then have been 
persuaded to join independent ones.  Hence it may be that the Soviet check-off system both assisted 
the survival of the old-style unions and made recruitment for new, democratic unions more difficult. 

By contrast with the union officials’ concern about trade union property, by 1995 undercurrents of 
popular discontent seemed to be emerging after several years of declining wages and late payment of 
those wages.  On July 13th, about 100 people demonstrated in Ashgabat over poverty and lack of 
jobs.5  In September 1994, 200 people had barricaded a road near Tashkent, demanding improved 
local lighting, water and gas supplies.6 

It appeared from my discussions in Central Asia that at the lower levels of the union hierarchy, more 
in touch with members, there was anxious questioning about what is the right response to the non-
payment of wages.  Was it enough to ignore the problem in the interest of maintaining social peace, as 
many of the union leaders had done?  Some of the more conscientious leaders were also asking these 
questions, but so far only a minority.  It is quite possible that sooner or later groundswells of action 
will occur, including spontaneous strikes, forcing the official unions to make a stand on this critical 
issue.  (Such strikes did occur among miners and teachers in Russia and Ukraine in January-February 
1996 - at a politically auspicious time in Russia, a few months before the Presidential election.) 
  
  

                     
4A list of ratified ILO Conventions can be found under each country’s entry in Annex 2.  All are backdated to the 
date of the country’s accession to the ILO. 
5The Economist, London, July 22nd, 1995. 
6Moskovski Komsolets, Moscow, November 22nd, 1994. 
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9. Trade unions by country 
 
 
This section of the report examines the public service and other unions of each country in turn. The 
countries are presented alphabetically, which happens to mean going from the most northerly (Kazakstan) 
in a clockwise circle on the map through Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan to Uzbekistan. 
 
 
 9A. Kazakstan 
 
Kazakstan is the only country in the region to have both an independent trade union confederation and an 
ex-Soviet "official" confederation.  There is also at least one independent union which is not affiliated to 
the independent confederation: the Independent Union of Mineworkers (NPG, according to its Russian 
initials) based in Karaganda.  I had meetings with leading officials of both the official and independent 
confederations and with three large official unions with public service members.  By the kind invitation 
of the ILO, I also attended an international conference organised by the official confederation (to which 
the independent unions were not invited although four representatives of the ILO were).7 
 
 
Trade Union Federation of Kazakstan (TUFK) 
 
This official confederation has the largest number of subdivisions of any in Central Asia; its member 
unions also appear the least uniform of all the official confederations.  Like the other four, it is divided 
along both territorial and sectoral lines.  Kazakstan has 19 provinces (oblasti in Russian), the largest 
number in the region, and a relatively diverse industrial economy inherited from Soviet times.  Hence the 
confederation includes 27 national unions; unlike some neighbours, their number has not been reduced 
for either financial or political reasons. 
 
I met Leonid Martynov, Deputy Chairman of TUFK and head of its International Department, and the 
Chairperson or Deputy Chairperson of these three unions: 

• Civil and Public Service Workers Union (325,000 members); 

• Health Workers Union (399,000 members); 

• Union of Workers in Local Industry, Municipal and Household Services Enterprises (350,000 
members). 

Among these, the membership of the Health Workers Union (HWU) is cohesive and entirely of interest 
to PSI.  Membership of the CPSWU is more diverse but mostly likely to remain in the public sector, 
except for the important division of bank workers.  The third union, which shall be referred to as the 
Local Industry Union, has a very diverse membership although in Soviet times most of its members were 
employed by local authorities.  They include a number of services which under a market economy are 
commercial in nature, and many of the employers have been privatised.  But a substantial part of its 
membership, such as water services and fire prevention workers, seem likely to remain in the public 
sector and are of immediate interest to PSI.  It should be noted that these branch unions are inherited from 
Soviet times and very similar unions are to be found in the other four republics. 

Five other unions affiliated to TUFK include public service members and might be of interest to PSI in 
future: 

• Armed Forces Workers Union (representing civilians working for the armed forces); 

• Aviation Workers Union; 

                     
7At this conference I was mistakenly described as representing the ICFTU as well as PSI, and was obliged to make a 
public correction of this. 
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• Geology, Geodesy and Cartography Workers Union (which in addition to industrial geologists and 
geophysicists represents those working in the state mapmaking service); 

• Motor Transport and Highway Workers Union (whose members include road construction and 
maintenance workers as well as those employed in haulage); 

• Scientific Workers Union (it is not clear what the distinction is between the 8,000 members of this 
union and the much larger Education and Scientific Workers Union). 

In many fundamentals all these unions remain uniform.  For example, all still levy a standard one per cent 
subscription on their members, as in Soviet times.  But on other questions, such as the decision-making 
structure, it is clear that the member unions now have some autonomy. 

There is a puzzle surrounding actual levels of membership.  TUFK's report to its March 1995 congress 
stated that membership overall remained at 96.3 per cent of the national workforce. Of six unions 
specified, the lowest level of membership was 93.1 per cent, in the Aviation Workers Union.  Yet 
CPSWU and HWU both claimed to me that only 78 per cent of those eligible were their members.  The 
Local Industry Union said it retained nearly 100 per cent among those eligible to join it - but then added 
that it had lost 100,000 members due to privatisation.  It appears from the affiliation list of the 
independent trade union centre (ITUCK) that all three of the official unions interviewed have lost some 
membership to it. 

Union leaders pointed to the difficulties they have encountered in retaining their members and income.  
They suffer from the frequent failure of lower levels to pass on to Almaty the full share of subscription 
payments due.  Also, many members voluntarily have left the unions, questioning the usefulness of 
bodies which did not seem to answer their needs in the present economic crisis.  Some employers ask 
what they need trade unions for and a union has to explain the importance of protecting employees' rights 
at work.  Such managers were reluctant to sign collective agreements, especially in small organisations 
such as pharmacies and medical laboratories.  This was most common where an organisation has been 
privatised or semi-privatised.  One bank's management stopped passing on check-off payments to 
CPSWU and unilaterally announced that its workers were no longer in that union.  Falling memberships 
and the rising costs of travel around Kazakstan's vast territory make it difficult to convene national 
meetings.  All of these difficulties were reported by union leaders in every other country. 

All three unions have had to cut back their staff but they have done it in different ways.  Thus, the HWU 
has cut back from 12 staff to five at the Almaty headquarters, and 50-60 (an average of three) in 
provincial offices.  The Local Industry Union cut back from 11 to four at head office (abolishing the post 
of Deputy Chairperson) and to two on average at provincial offices, but retained about 50 full-time 
officials in local branches.  There are signs in the Local Industry Union's structure that it is trying to 
follow a more decentralised approach.  It has removed the district committees and (on grounds of cost) 
the presidium, or executive committee. 

There appear to be more general differences in the approaches taken in recent times by the three unions' 
leaderships.  Lyudmila Diordiyeva, Deputy Chairwoman of the HWU, talked mostly about labour issues 
such as wage payments and redundancies.  Wage delays can mean that a worker's pay for November is 
not received until the following April.  She said the union had made representations over this to the 
Ministry of Finance and others.  The most radical position appears to be taken by Mr Kavalerov of the 
Local Industry Union, who called himself "almost in opposition" to the TUFK Council.  He considered 
that the trade unions should be changed from top to bottom because the situation is entirely new.  His 
union could only defend its members when the initiative came from below: it could not force anything on 
them.  Many were left quite undefended, for example over payment delays.  It may be no coincidence that 
Mr Kavalerov was first elected Chairman of his Union in 1990, when pressures for the democratisation of 
all Soviet institutions were at their height. 

However, when asked about future plans, Mr Kavalerov gave a rather conservative answer. He said there 
was but "one task": to hold on to what the union had, since it risked much more loss of membership from 
privatisation and redundancies.  Ms Diordiyeva of the Health Workers wanted in the first place to 
maintain jobs, job security and pay rates under privatisation; other plans were to improve the circulation 
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of information among the union's officials and with its members, and to get training about trade union 
rights and activities.  Ms Akhmetova of the CPSWU, a member of TUFK's Executive Committee, wanted 
to maintain trade union unity and hand the civil service union over in good order to a new generation. 

This was the second country I visited, after Uzbekistan.  In Almaty I noted that the official unions seemed 
more reformed and independent than in Uzbekistan.  The general atmosphere was different: leaders were 
more active and enthusiastic and there was not the sense of lassitude and demoralisation found in 
Tashkent.  In January 1995 TUFK organised a day of action against violations of workers' rights, with 
slogans about falling production, wage payment delays and unemployment.  This involved a one-day 
strike by miners in Karaganda and Ekibastuz while a "firm position" was praised among the health, 
education, motor transport workers’, communications and agro-industrial unions.  But although the 
official unions appear among the most reformed in the region, they still have a long way to go. 
Experience shows that official unions often reform more quickly in post-Communist countries where 
independent unions provide competition; it is not clear how important a factor that is in this case. 

In general, much was unchanged from Soviet times.  This is partly a matter of style: the conference with 
accompanying banquets was fully in the "nomenklatura" mould, while the speakers' rostrum in the 
Federation's conference hall still bore a hammer-and-sickle emblem (no European or U.S. delegate chose 
to speak from it).  At least one trade union chairperson still had a portrait of Lenin on the office wall.  But 
this also touched more substantive issues. 

The Federation has been at pains to get enshrined in Kazakstan's law its exclusive ownership of the many 
physical assets the unions administered.  Perhaps it understands that, as the Birlesu independent business 
association argues, its own claim to them is actually quite weak.  A long article in the 1995 Congress 
edition of the Federation's monthly newspaper Golos-Adilet began with the claim that these assets were 
90 per cent financed by trade union funds.  Yet elsewhere, Valentina Sivryukova MP, Chairwoman of 
ITUCK-affiliated Birlesu, cited figures showing that in 1958, for example, social insurance funds 
financed 30.73 million roubles of trade union capital construction, and state capital funds a further 64.98 
million; but the trade unions - nothing.  She says the USSR trade union constitution adopted in 1987 
defined "trade unions' property, required by them for realising their constitutional duties" as "socialist 
property" - which meant, in Soviet terminology, owned by the whole people.  Even if they did belong to 
the unions, she argued it would not mean that they are therefore the union federation's property - still less 
that they can be disposed of at will by its ruling body, the Council. 

Yet TUFK takes matters further in its constitution, revised in January 1994, with a clause that its Council 
"participates in the management of trade unions' social insurance, health resort, tourist and physical 
culture/sporting organisations" (Article 12).  Article 18 specifies that "The Federation is the owner of the 
property" and Article 20 reads: 

 The Federation's property is a single asset.  Authority over its ownership, use and 
deployment, including its disposal, changes in the form of ownership and confirmation of 
the ownership position belongs to the Council of the Federation. 

Within the official trade union movement, there are other pretenders to this property than the national 
Council.  Almaty province’s union council staked a claim to some of the best assets, including a hotel at 
the world-famous winter sports centre of Medeo and Almaty's prestigious Hotel Alatau.  It set up a new 
organisation, SP Almatytourist, to run them.  The dispute between the national Council, which uses the 
legal phraseology quoted above to support its absolute control over these assets, and the provincial 
council, which asserts the primacy of more local units, became bitter enough to reach the courts and was 
unresolved at the time of the March 1995 Congress.  Most of the article in Golos-Adilet was an inglorious 
polemical assertion of national over provincial rights; it was defensive and unconvincing in tone. 

Yet in spite of the uncertainty of ownership, TUFK has, according to Ms Sivryukova, entered into two 
foreign joint ventures with Turkish partners to redevelop these facilities (the Medeo Hotel is already open 
under Turkish management).  The co-sponsor of one of these joint ventures was the State Property 
Committee, which oversees the privatisation of state assets: why so, if this is the unions' property, not the 
state's? 
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The nature and extent of the Federation's political links with government are unclear.  Leonid Solomin, 
Chairman of ITUCK, pointed out leaders of official unions who were previously first secretary in a city 
Communist Party and third secretary in the republic's Communist Party.  Mr Martynov of the official 
unions denied there remained institutional links at any level, so I did not subsequently enquire closely of 
the branch union leaders whether this was the case.  Later experience in other republics taught me I 
should have been more careful, although Mr Kavalerov said he doubted if there was any direct 
representation of the state in other unions' executives.  (The ministries with which his union used to be 
associated have been disbanded but it does have employer representatives on its Central Committee.)  
Other union leaders, squarely in the public sector, gave indications which in neighbouring countries 
might have concealed representation of the state, but as there is no direct evidence, we must assume that 
what Mr Martynov told me was correct. 

 

Independent Trade Union Centre of Kazakstan (ITUCK) 

ITUCK was founded in August 1991 on the basis of Birlesu, a union of non-state enterprises founded in 
1989 by Leonid Solomin, who later became Chairman of ITUCK.  He says Birlesu was the first 
independent union in the USSR - earlier even than the miners' unions which came out of the strikes of 
1989.  The confederation and its affiliates have faced many obstacles and despite some impressive 
successes they may already be a declining force.  But the affiliates include several, albeit small 
organisations in the public services field which well merit further investigation and possible support by 
PSI. 

It is impossible to gauge ITUCK's membership accurately, but it seems hard to tally with the total figure 
of 450,000 which Mr Solomin gave me. The previous week he told another foreign visitor there were 
350,000, while the AFL-CIO’s journal, Forum, gives membership differently in two places - as 200,000 
and 250,000 respectively.  The U.S. State Department in February this year put the membership at 
500,000.  However that may be, 11 of the 12 member organisations of relevance to PSI are small.  They 
are the following (with claimed membership where it was given to me): 

• Air Traffic Controllers Union (Taldy-Korgan province); 
• Blind Workers Union (Almaty province); 
• Bobek Rehabilitation Centre Union (Mangistau province); 
• "Densaulyk" Union (medical workers, Zhambyl province - about 1,500 members); 
• Dr Mikhailov's Clinic Union (Almaty); 
• Employment Department Union (Pavlodar province - 70 members); 
• Independent Union of Disabled People (Kalinin district, Almaty); 
• Independent Union of Drivers (regional organisation concerned with road transport - 75,000 members 

claimed); 
• Pavlodarzhilstroy Co. Union (transport workers in housing construction firm, Pavlodar province - 280 

members); 
• Teplosnabzhenye-kanalizatsiya Co. Union (district heating and drainage services, Mangistau province 

- about 500 members); 
• Uzen City Transport Workers Union (Mangistau province); 
• Zhilkhoz Co. Municipal Services Union (public housing corporation, Pavlodar province - 50 

members). 

Of ITUCK's 53 affiliates, only two are national (one of them representing air pilots) while two are inter-
regional.  The rest are all local or provincial only.  So even if Mr Solomin's figure of 175,000 members in 
Birlesu is reliable, it seems hard to see how ITUCK's total membership can amount to more than 300,000.  
Even that in the circumstances is creditable.  If the membership figures given to foreign visitors are 
inflated, this would scarcely be a novelty. Unfortunately it makes the visitor sceptical of other claims 
made at the same time.  For example, I was assured that Birlesu now represents only the employees of 
private companies: their owners did not need such an association. 
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The possibility of a decline in ITUCK appears in the attitudes of both the official trade unions and Mr 
Solomin himself.  He said the best time to support the independent trade unions was in the early 1990s.  
The old system was in disarray with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Communist Party.  Now it 
has regrouped, regained its self-confidence and is much harder to fight.  Political reforms in Kazakstan, 
he said, stopped in 1990.  A comparable view was expressed in a different way by Raya Akhmetova, 
chairwoman of the official civil service union.  She said that in 1991 there were attempts to break up the 
(official) union movement by breaking off groups of workers to form separate organisations.  One 
insurance company wanted to set up a company union.  In 1991-92 ITUCK tried to recruit in her sector, 
but she said that was now in the past. 

ITUCK seems to be dominated by Mr Solomin's personality.  In two meetings I personally found him to 
be an impressive man, but even among other independent trade unionists his approach is controversial.  It 
may be a strength of ITUCK that it is led by a man who is well aware of the political context of its 
activities.  The struggle, he said, was not with members of other trade unions but with the nomenklatura; 
not with the official unions but to sort out the unresolved problems of their members - problems which 
neither the government nor unions "based on the Communist school" were resolving.  Like his opposite 
number in Kyrgyzstan, he argued that the interests of new business people and their employees coincided: 
both needed the development of new rights.  A democratic state based on law was as much required as a 
market economy.  He wanted the official unions to have their assets sold off by auction.  He did not want 
them shared out between the unions because that would risk bringing them all under the corrupt umbrella 
of the state.  The auction receipts could help finance social security and pensions.  But a bill to introduce 
a state-run social security system, proposed by ITUCK in 1991, had still not been passed. 

ITUCK nevertheless claims several victories.  It is the largest autonomous institution of civil society in 
Kazakstan, and one of the last to survive. In May 1995 it was accepted alongside TUFK as a signatory of 
the national tripartite agreement with the government.  Mr Solomin said the independent unions had 
made themselves respected because of their constructive activities.  If ITUCK is in any danger of going 
under, it should not be allowed to.  It has worked tirelessly to establish the principle of independent, 
democratic representation of Kazakstan's workers in organisations of their own choosing.  It recognises 
the critical importance of this for the establishment of democracy as a whole in Kazakstan, as elsewhere. 

 

General comments 

Kazakstan's trade union law, passed in 1994, guarantees full freedom to form and register trade unions, 
and assures all unions of equality before the law.  It contains an apparently radical expression of the right 
to protest and strike (Article 14): 

 A trade union may on the work collective's instructions organise and marshall in legal 
order meetings, rallies, street marches, demonstrations, strikes and other actions, using 
them as a method of struggle for the improvement of working conditions, increase of pay 
or reduction of unemployment, of consolidation of workers in the struggle for their labour 
rights and socio-economic interests, of defence from arbitrary rule by employers, or of 
influence on the offices of state with the aim of achieving socio-economic policies that 
answer the needs of the union's members. 

 Trade unions may unite their forces to organise joint protest actions and run such actions 
as a mark of solidarity with other unions and groups of workers. 

But neither TUFK nor the state authorities have welcomed the development of independent unions. On 
the Miners International Federation's initiative, the ICFTU in 1994 sent a complaint to the ILO about: 

 the discriminatory and repressive action taken against the Independent Mineworkers' 
union, NPG, by the management of the state coal industry and the authorities which aims 
at preventing the development of an independent trade union representing effectively the 
interests of mineworkers. 
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The complaint lists several alleged offences - well supported in an accompanying report - such as the 
prevention of the 6,000-member NPG from effective access to subscription check-offs, social welfare 
requirements or the right to strike.  Since the complaint does not concern public service trade unions, and 
is laid against the state of Kazakstan, not any union organisation, this is not the place to go into details.  (I 
did not meet the NPG for the same reason.) 

In ITUCK's internal newsletters, its own unions complain of similar abuses. In 1994 ITUCK had to go 
through conciliation procedures to ensure that its civil air pilots' union was included, as the law provides, 
alongside official unions in the national airline's collective agreement.  The January 1995 newsletter 
contained an account of harassment of the independent teachers' union and others in Mangistau province 
on the Caspian Sea coast.  It alleged that the provincial head of the official teachers' union called a 
meeting to ensure that members of the independent union would be denied any housing loans or nursery 
school places for their children.  The official unions visited all the local independent unions and promised 
them "all sorts of advantages" if they would affiliate to the official confederation. 

According to Mr Solomin, if there are redundancies in a firm the members of ITUCK unions get laid off 
first.  It can take six to nine months to get a new union registered, not two months as required by law.  
Subscriptions collected under the check-off are not passed on; in Kentau in South Kazakstan they were 
delayed for nine months.  Locally, his affiliates are often attacked because many of the confederation's 
leadership - himself included - have Russian names and the organisation is easily represented by 
opponents as "anti-Kazak". 

Relations between TUFK and ITUCK, then, are poor.  Yet both profess to be wary of militant action.  
TUFK officials (like their counterparts in other countries) seemed above all anxious of the risk of a social 
explosion.  This is a responsible policy, but it is open to two interpretations which are not so flattering to 
those officials: 

• they may be especially fearful of their own positions being swept away in any movement of trade 
union activism from below; 

• this policy happens to coincide with the interests and policy of the government: is this a coincidence?  
(In Uzbekistan, a similar attitude by the official unions unambiguously reflects government policy.) 

ITUCK is opposed to militancy because if agreement, consensus and compromise are not sought, there is 
a danger that in despair, people will use weapons and violence.  Mr Solomin is keen on his position as 
one of 18 members of the state's labour conciliation commission, which he says resolved the dispute in air 
transport between November 1994 and March 1995. 

Since both confederations share a similar attitude to industrial action, it is not surprising that in the 
tripartite General Agreement of May 1995 both were ready to accept the following restrictive clause on 
protest action (para. 8.3): 

 In the period of validity of the General Agreement the trade union confederations which 
signed it will undertake no protest actions on a national level on the issues covered by the 
General Agreement, on condition of their consequent implementation in practice. 

They also, together with other parties to the Agreement, agreed in the section on Stabilisation of the 
Economy (para. 1.7) to: 

 Compose a complex of measures aimed at an increase in labour productivity and 
assurance of the observation of labour and productive discipline. 

Both of these paragraphs are vaguer and more general than their equivalents in Kyrgyzstan's General 
Agreement, which, as we shall see, could seriously compromise the unions' freedom of action in that 
country. 
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Recommendations 

In the opinion of this writer, Kazakstan is the only country of the five studied where it may be appropriate 
for PSI to open formal relations with public service trade unions.  If this is to be done, it should be with 
members of both TUFK and ITUCK at the same time.  TUFK, while it has made progress, is still not 
reformed enough to be accounted a genuine, independent trade union organisation and no recognition 
implying that its affiliates have reached that stage is recommended. Within the official federation, the 
closest interest should be taken in the Health Workers Union and the Union of Workers in Local Industry, 
Municipal and Household Services Enterprises. 

ITUCK is too small and unrepresentative to bear the full burden of international contact and support, but 
it undoubtedly merits further attention.  In the political context of Kazakstan, support from broad 
international movements is of great importance.  Mr Solomin repeatedly stressed that what ITUCK 
requires more than anything is international recognition; next came training.  The 12 member 
organisations of ITUCK representing public service workers, small and local as many of them are, are 
courageously trying to create genuine trade unions in adverse circumstances.  They merit encouragement 
and, subject to closer acquaintance, may well merit active assistance. 

The form any assistance takes must be carefully thought out for legal reasons.  According to Kazakstan's 
new Civil Code, public associations, including trade unions, may not receive finance from "foreign legal 
persons and citizens, foreign states and international organisations"; the President stated in parliament that 
the word "finance" embraced the provision of equipment, such as printers.  This works to the 
disadvantage of the independent trade unions, which do not have the domestic resources available to the 
official unions to re-equip themselves via foreign-currency bank accounts. 
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9B. Kyrgyzstan 

 

Kyrgyzstan has just one trade union confederation, the Trade Union Federation of Kyrgyzstan (TUFK) 
which, as elsewhere, is the country's branch of the former Soviet official trade unions. Its former 
Chairman, Emilbek Abakirov, disarmingly admitted what difficulties he had had to overcome in running 
the Federation under successive political regimes since he was first elected in 1973.  Its only significant 
rival appears to be the Union of Workers in Cooperatives and Other Forms of Free Enterprise 
(UWCOFFE), whose radically different points of view on many questions provided a useful perspective 
on TUFK.  An impressive organisation which has grown up in international isolation, UWCOFFE is 
more an employers' organisation than a trade union.  Since it seems to have no public service members, it 
is not included among the trade union profiles in Annex 2 of this report, but it is described in some detail 
in this section. 

As stated in chapter 7, President Akayev is internationally reputed to be one of the most liberal 
government leaders in the former Soviet Union, and Kyrgyzstan to be one of the countries most 
committed to economic and political reform.  The climate for successful trade union reforms would 
therefore seem to be propitious.  Uniquely in the region, TUFK has lodged an application for membership 
of the ICFTU.  It would be encouraging to think that therefore TUFK was well on the way to becoming a 
democratic federation accountable through its affiliates to trade union members. My own discussions in 
Bishkek, however, together with other indications of the confederation's true nature, gave scant grounds 
for such hope.  In practice, TUFK appeared as wedded to certain aspects of Soviet ways as any other ex-
official confederation in the region - although it has the choice of liberalising.  I have no information as to 
the effect of the change of leadership at TUFK’s Congress in October 1995. 

The present weakness of TUFK is readily apparent.  Its decline in membership appears more marked that 
in neighbouring countries - or it may just be more openly admitted.  According to Mr Abakirov, a 
combination of privatisation and semi-privatisation, loss of popular confidence in the unions, emigration 
and unemployment have led to a loss of 400,000 members over recent years.  While the U.S. State 
Department in February 1995 cited TUFK's total membership in 1994 as 1.4 million and Mr Abakirov in 
June said it was 1.3 million, a count of the unions' actual membership totals shows barely 1.2 million 
members (see Annex 2), or 68 per cent of a workforce said by Mr Abakirov to total 1.8 million.  
Unemployment alone may account for 250,000 of the loss, or 14 per cent of the workforce. 

Don Slaiman's report on Kyrgyzstan for the ICFTU, after his visit there in February 1995, emphasised the 
parlous financial condition of the Federation and its member unions.  I found little direct evidence of this, 
although some informed sources outside TUFK suggested it could be in risk of collapse.  One union 
leader said his union was "stewing in its own juice" because employers in its sector could not afford 
either to pay their workers or pass on any union dues. 

This reflects the extreme economic crisis that Kyrgyzstan has undergone over the last five years. 
Kyrgyzstan was always one of the poorest and most remote republics in the USSR.  As much as 93 per 
cent of its area is mountainous and it has little to sell to the outside world.  Its high mountains and 
partially developed infrastructure for trekking and winter sports give it tourist potential while a gold mine 
being built near the Chinese border with Canadian participation, and others planned, should boost its 
export income.  But for the time being it has suffered grievously from the breaking of economic links 
with the USSR, while as a landlocked country its transport links with the wider world are very long and 
difficult in all directions. 

TUFK leaders showed strong concern over their loss of authority and control within the Federation.  In 
principle, a weakening of central control is a desirable and necessary part of turning unions into 
democratic institutions.  But Mr Abakirov said the unions' new-found autonomy weakened them by 
weakening discipline.  Each union leadership made its own decisions without even keeping its executive 
informed, he said.  An opposition politician said the official unions had not changed in essence but they 
worked a lot worse than they used to, using their subscription income as a kind of tax on the workers with 
which to feed themselves. 



 34 

The circumstances of my stay in Bishkek lent some support to such a view - although the problem did not 
seem limited to the level of member unions.  I was agreeably surprised to be driven to one of the best 
hotels in Central Asia, the Dostuk.  Mr Abakirov treated me to lunch and dinner in its luxurious restaurant 
and introduced me to its American chef.  He proudly told me that the multi-storey hotel was owned 40 
per cent by TUFK, 45 per cent by its workers and 15 per cent by the VKP confederation in Moscow.  
Nearly all the fittings and equipment that I saw were imported from outside the former USSR and Mr 
Abakirov told me the hotel, opened in 1993, had a special electricity supply which made it safe from the 
risk of power cuts. 

I did not venture to ask how the unions had financed all this but it occurred to me what a risky venture it 
was.  I was shown one other international-class hotel nearing completion, and told others were planned.  
Even if the Hotel Dostuk is currently profitable, how can the unions justify investing money in it at such 
an uncertain time?  Unlike other tourist facilities owned as part of the unions' traditional "social" 
obligations, it provides no direct benefits to their members.  It is not the business of trade unions to invest 
in business. 

The leadership of the independent business association, UWCOFFE, expressed no surprise that TUFK 
was behind the hotel.  They alleged it had also set up a joint-venture bank with a South Korean firm, but I 
had no confirmation of this.  At a meeting with members of UWCOFFE's presidium I was told that many 
had joined that organisation precisely because they did not know what TUFK did with the money from 
members' subscriptions and social security contributions. UWCOFFE's Chairwoman, Yelena 
Kurmanaliyeva, wanted proper accounting for the social security money, which directly involves 
government funds. 

UWCOFFE, founded in 1990, claims to have had 100,000 individual members working in 800 
enterprises in 1994 (during our meeting a member of the presidium referred to 80 member enterprises and 
was not corrected; I assume this was a slip of the tongue).  The number may be less by now, due to 
company closures.  Mr Abakirov guessed the individual membership was between 10,000 and 20,000.  
UWCOFFE has developed without any external assistance and with almost no contact with the world 
outside the former USSR.  It is a member of the Konsolidatsiya confederation of independent unions, 
which claims members from 13 ex-Soviet countries, Romania and Poland.  UWCOFFE has regional 
branches in Bishkek and in three of Kyrgyzstan's five provinces.  There are other employers' 
organisations in Kyrgyzstan, with which UWCOFFE cooperates to a greater or lesser extent.  They are: 

• the Union of Cooperators and Entrepreneurs of Kyrgyzstan, founded in 1987; 

• the Congress of Private Entrepreneurs of Kyrgyzstan, founded about 1992; 

• the Union of Producers and Entrepreneurs of Kyrgyzstan (representing ex-state enterprises); 

• sectoral organisations such as the Farmers' Union. 

Ms Kurmanaliyeva implied that these were all smaller than UWCOFFE and there was considerable 
overlap of membership between the various bodies.  I have no independent evidence of this. 

It seems the member enterprises sign up their workers en bloc (owners and employees alike) by 
management decision, the main advantage to employees being the social benefits that are still available, 
Soviet-style, only through trade unions.  The broad social responsibilities of trade unions in Kyrgyzstan 
are as in other countries of Central Asia and were described in chapter 8. Workers have 37 per cent of 
their pay deducted for the social insurance fund, and 15 per cent of this (i.e. 5.55 per cent of total pay) 
goes to their trade unions.  This money is transferred to official and independent unions alike, and Ms 
Kurmanaliyeva named no difficulties in UWCOFFE receiving its share. 

Ms Kurmanaliyeva said the association's aim was to defend citizens' social rights, by which she 
understood above all the creation of a propertied class.  She considered that in private enterprises there 
was no need to defend workers' rights because no employer would want to offend workers they had taken 
on under contract.  Less controversially, another member of the presidium argued that at present the main 
division of society exists on the vertical fault line between ex-Soviet and new private enterprises; this was 
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not like the history of Western trade unions, which grew out of a "horizontal" division of interests 
between owners and workers. 

There have been some defections from TUFK to the independent associations.  One member of 
UWCOFFE's presidium is Tamara Pryanishnikova, Chairwoman of the 5,000-strong union branch at a 
privatised housing construction firm.  She said her branch joined UWCOFFE after it defended them in a 
dispute about allegations of corruption at the firm.  (Nella Akhmyakova, Deputy Chairwoman of the 
official road transport workers' union, where membership has declined from 60,000 to 45,000 in recent 
years, said workers at one taxi park had left to join the independent Union of Cooperators and 
Entrepreneurs.  But this decision was made by the enterprise's director after the official union had acted 
in defence of a dismissed worker, she said.)  Union branches at a furniture plant and a shoe factory were 
reported in 1993 by a journalist friend of UWCOFFE to have switched allegiances to it. 

Mr Abakirov emphasised his Federation's role in making public protests to the government (especially 
President Akayev) about abuses of workers' rights, for example wage delays.  One working day before 
my arrival in Bishkek, the TUFK presidium passed a resolution criticising Akayev's proposal to give 
workers government bonds instead of banknotes for wages.  Other issues on which the Federation has 
made a stand include the 68 Som (US$6.70) minimum wage, sick pay and the basket of goods used to 
calculate the cost-of-living index. 

Mr Abakirov said the meetings he had two or three times a year with the President, the Prime Minister 
and the Speaker of parliament were a novelty for the unions.  When the 1993 Constitution removed their 
Soviet-era right to initiate legislation, TUFK decided to work instead through lobbying of the legislators 
and government.  But TUFK was invited to all government meetings where social questions were 
discussed, and always given the right to speak.  It was consulted in advance on all legal proposals in its 
field. 

Ms Kurmanaliyeva has argued in the press that TUFK often attacks the wrong target and indulges in 
populism.  In the newspaper Slovo Kyrgyzstana on January 27th, 1995 she wrote: 

 The state barely interferes in the business affairs of industrial and commercial companies.  
Enterprises decide all their financial questions independently, including pay...  Why do 
the workers not use their actual rights but demand their pay from... the President of the 
Republic?  Because they don't want to spoil their relations with the employer: so let the 
President decide. 

This refers to TUFK's alleged reluctance to spoil its own long-established relations with employers. She 
maintained that the private sector organisations affiliated to UWCOFFE do not have the difficulties with 
wage payments shown by state and ex-state employers.  Where necessary, UWCOFFE has lent such 
member firms interest-free loans to ensure wages were still paid in times of difficulty, she said. 

While Mr Abakirov painted UWCOFFE as unwilling for political reasons to attack the President over 
wage payments, Ms Kurmanaliyeva made strong attacks on other grounds against government 
authorities.  TUFK had refused to associate itself with inter-union protests alleging the government broke 
its own laws on tax, privatisation and other matters.  She claimed her members had been systematically 
excluded from benefitting from funds set aside (sometimes with World Bank help) to assist the 
development of private enterprise, while she attacked the corruption which made the development of a 
private sector more difficult. 

The politics of Kyrgyzstan, like other ex-Soviet countries, are very complicated with many cross-currents 
preventing simple analysis.  There is not, as in the West, a clearly identified and disciplined 
"government" party (or coalition) on one side, opposed by an equally clearly defined opposition.  There 
has been a long struggle within government circles between the President on one side and more 
conservative ex-Communists, often grouped around the Prime Minister, on the other.  UWCOFFE 
appears to have one overriding political aim: the development of free enterprise and a private business 
class.  Its tactics with relation to members of government and parliament appear to be based on who in 
the constantly shifting political scene can best advance that aim.  As for TUFK, it is possible that it is 
purely motivated by a desire to advance the interests of its working members. But it is equally possible 
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that its public polemics with the President are related to the struggle waged by conservative elements of 
the elite against the reforms and Mr Akayev's embodiment of them. 

The fourth annual bipartite General Agreement for 1995, signed by Mr Abakirov with Prime Minister A. 
Jumagulov, gave little sign of a truly independent position vis-a-vis government.  Four clauses committed 
TUFK to: 

 1.4. Take measures for the increase of labour productivity and competitiveness of outputs 
on the basis of a reinforcement of labour discipline at each workplace. 

 2.9. Provide assistance through the trade union organisations to government bodies and 
employers in the development and realisation of measures for the increase in efficiency of 
production in enterprises and offices by way of a reinforcement of labour and productive 
discipline. 

 8.2. Provide assistance through the trade union organisations to the organs of local 
government administration and the management of enterprises, organisations and firms for 
the establishment of public order. 

 10.3. For the period covered by the present Agreement the trade unions belonging to the 
Trade Union Federation of Kyrgyzstan will organise no demonstrations or strikes... 

The official unions' unconditional promises to assist in reinforcing labour discipline and establishing 
order and to refrain from strikes and demonstrations have a distinctly Soviet air. Fulfilment of these 
promises at the workplace could only make them appear as much part of the management machine as 
they used to be.  The equivalent clauses in Kazakstan's General Agreement made the abstention from 
protest actions conditional on general implementation of the Agreement and said nothing about public 
order.  (Could the latter concern be connected with unofficial strikes?)  Mr Abakirov sought to excuse 
this Agreement by telling me it was necessary to take the government's circumstances into account in 
negotiating it. 

Relations between UWCOFFE and TUFK are so poor as barely to exist.  Ms Kurmanaliyeva and her 
associates seemed to regard the official federation with some contempt.  She called it a "stagnant 
organisation", recalling Mr Gorbachev's appellation of the Brezhnev era as the "period of stagnation".  
(Mr Almazbek Atambayev, an MP and  leader of Kyrgyzstan’s Social Democratic Party, was equally 
contemptuous of TUFK's "inability" to nominate any candidates at the 1995 parliamentary elections.)  Mr 
Abakirov remained polite in his criticisms of UWCOFFE's different political stance but some of his 
senior colleagues were more outspoken in private.  They were willing to arrange meetings for me with 
Ms Kurmanaliyeva and Mr Atambayev but did not provide transport to them - although a car was 
promised (had I wanted to go there) for a pleasure trip to Lake Issyk-Kul, some 150 km from Bishkek.  
(The head of Kyrgyzstan's Tourism Council is one of 17 members of TUFK's Presidium, having retired 
some time ago from his job as Deputy Chairman of the Federation.) 

Opinions among rivals of TUFK as to its long-term future varied.  Mr Atambayev seemed to regard its 
collapse as a real possibility but Mr Vyacheslav Tenenbaum, an employer member of UWCOFFE, 
argued that the old unions would survive for a long time: they were convenient to the authorities because 
they provided at least one sensitive area in which they were not obliged to think hard.  It is clear that there 
is some internal debate within TUFK - as Mr Abakirov's complaint about its loss of "discipline" would 
suggest.  The big question in the summer of 1995 surrounded an alternative candidate to Mr Abakirov for 
Chairman of the Federation at the five-yearly congress in October, and various candidates were 
manoeuvring for the post. 

According to Mr Atambayev, President Akayev himself was looking for an appropriate candidate to 
oppose Mr Abakirov.  The President's aim would be to find an authoritative figure to support him in the 
Presidential elections in 1996.  It would be in Akayev's character to find a surprise candidate.  (Mr 
Saspekov, the eventual winner, was indeed not mentioned to me as a frontrunner.)  If this analysis is 
correct, and given the complexity of Kyrgyzstan's politics, it would seem that the results of October's 
congress must be read with care.  In Mr Atambayev's view, any new Chairman of TUFK was likely to be 
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an interim figure; Mr Saspekov’s seniority, as leader of the HWU since 1976, would seem to support this 
analysis.  Mr Atambayev was sure that eventually the members' own frustration would ensure the 
promotion of a “genuine” trade union leader. 
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9C. Tajikistan 

 

Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan, is a pretty town, unspoilt by modern concrete buildings and 
beautifully set amid the mountains.  But my notes written at the time make it appear scarcely romantic.  
There was a "general feeling of people being lost and stuck in a shabby old system which no longer 
makes sense"; it was merely "more run-down" than it would have been five years ago.  There were many 
fewer private shops and kiosks than in other ex-Soviet capitals (except Ashgabat), and those that existed 
were of much simpler design and construction. 

After independence Tajikistan was the first post-Communist state to be classified by the World Bank as a 
"low-income country", like India, China and much of Africa.  A few minutes' walk from the former Party 
hotel where I stayed there were scenes reminiscent of the Third World. A new madrassah was nearing 
completion next to housing which at its worst looked little better than a shanty town.  At a pavement cafe, 
all the seats were broken down.  Beer was sold from mobile barrels in the streets, Soviet-style - but in 
plain glass jars of various sizes, not tankards. 

Tajikistan remains isolated.  Uzbekistan's government has stopped passenger flights from Tashkent, the 
nearest other capital.  From Tashkent it was necessary to drive to Khujand in northern Tajikistan and fly 
from there.  While Uzbek cars are allowed into Tajikistan, the Tashkent government does not allow those 
from Tajikistan into Uzbekistan.  Resentment in Tajikistan lies not far below the surface.  People there 
must be aware that foreign companies are putting money into neighbouring countries and, however 
unsatisfactorily, the reforms are having some impact in transforming the economy.  All that is seen of the 
wider world in Dushanbe is vehicles of the aid organisations.  The longer Tajikistan remains turned in on 
itself in this way, the more difficult it will become to turn the situation around. 

The official Trade Union Federation of Tajikistan is the only one in the country.  As elsewhere, its exact 
membership is unclear.  According to TUFT Chairman, Muradali Salikhov, its member unions have 1.5 
million members and the working population amounts to 1.6 million to 1.7 million, meaning between 88 
and 94 per cent of the workers are unionised.  However, government figures for 1994 gave total 
employment as 1.8 million, leaving TUFT with 83 per cent of employed workers.  The situation becomes 
more confused when the official figures for 1993 are inspected, showing the workforce as 2.56 million 
but employment only 1.31 million. 

Mr Salikhov said TUFT works on the "principle of partnership with the government". President 
Rakhmonov was a branch chairman in the Agro-industrial Workers Union and is supportive of the 
official trade unions.  Mr Salikhov is invited to all Cabinet meetings and sits on government committees.  
Many unions, which used to be within the ministry they "served" have moved into TUFT's building, 
facilitating centralisation.  Ministries or employers are represented on individual unions' executives.  In 
the Health Workers Union, the Minister of Health addresses every twice-yearly plenary meeting of the 
Central Committee; the pertinent Deputy Prime Minister is generally invited too.  The union's 
Chairwoman was appointed Deputy Minister of Health in February 1995 but decided to keep her union 
position until the union's five-yearly Congress the following September.  The apparent conflict of interest 
did not deter her. 

Between December 1991 and November 1992 three laws were passed on health and safety at work, trade 
unions and social partnership.  The first chapter of the trade union law, passed in March 1992, defines 
unions as "voluntary public organisations" which workers are free to establish according to their own 
choice.  Unions must be independent from government and employers, with neither side interfering in the 
other's affairs, and all unions enjoy "equal rights".  Article 18, in the chapter on unions' "basic rights", 
guarantees the right "to organise public meetings, demonstrations and other mass events".  They may call 
strikes if conciliation procedures for settling disputes are exhausted.  Yet this chapter starts not with the 
rights to recruit, organise, represent members or negotiate, but the "right to legislative initiative" and to be 
consulted on economic and social regulations.  This is followed by the right to nominate and campaign 
for parliamentary and council candidates.  The last article in the law, on financial aspects, gives unions 
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the right "to set up trade union banks, insurance and shareholding companies and commercial joint 
ventures" in addition to publishing and solidarity funds. 

TUFT’s special status is enshrined in the laws on health and safety and social partnership. The former, 
passed in December 1991, defines state institutions for labour inspection very vaguely, making it clear 
they have not been established.  Actual inspection of health and safety was to be entrusted to work 
collectives and trade unions: a labour inspection authority would be set up under the aegis of "the 
Republic's trade union centre" and would "have identical rights with state bodies of supervision and 
regulation".  Under the social partnership law of November 1992, TUFT - and no other body - is 
specifically named as the state's counterpart for regular General Agreements on labour matters, although 
at lower levels this is just specified as "trade unions or other specially empowered representative 
organisations of workers."  As long as there are no other unions the practical consequence is limited, but 
it is still curious that a privileged position should be established in law for one trade union body from the 
start.  In a state-dominated economy still based on central planning, tripartism can in any case take 
peculiar forms.  For example, the Motor Transport union signs an annual collective agreement with the 
Ministry of Labour for the government and the Ministry of Motor Transport as the employer. 

As elsewhere in Central Asia, the unions' areas of operation has been cut back.  They are no longer 
concerned with building flats, organising "socialist competition" between workplaces or running cultural 
programmes, which used to form an important part of their activity.  But they still have responsibility for 
welfare and in the present difficult circumstances, for distributing food rations to members.  The welfare 
is financed in the traditional way: 37 per cent is deducted from each worker's pay, and although most now 
stays with the government to finance pensions, 15.5 per cent of it (5.7 per cent of the wage) is paid over 
to the unions for their welfare tasks. 

Despite joining the ILO relatively late in November 1993, Tajikistan was the second country in the region 
(after Kyrgyzstan) to confirm its ratification of those ILO Conventions which were ratified by the USSR.  
Mr Salikhov told me the authorities were examining the Conventions drawn up since the break-up of the 
USSR so as to decide which of them to ratify.  Among TUFT's concerns was the one on minimum wages, 
bearing in mind that the country's minimum wage stood at only 144 Tajikistan Roubles (US$2.77) per 
month.  According to TUFT Deputy Chairman Shakur Kashayev, in a speech prepared for the Almaty 
conference last May (in the conference's translation; the speech was not delivered because the Tajikistan 
delegation was unable to visit Almaty as a result of the currency reform introduced the previous week): 

 The level of wages in Tajikistan is the lowest between the countries of CIS.  Today the 
minimum consumer basket in the republic is 110 thousand [Russian] roubles at the wages 
of 38 thousand roubles.  That is, the average wages are 3.5 times less than the minimum 
consumer basket. 

An indication of the difficulties that workers and citizens face in their everyday lives is seen in details of 
the bus fleet and road haulage given by the Motor Transport Union.  Like all the former USSR, the bus 
fleet is based on Ikarus models from Hungary.  Other capitals have renewed their fleets - Almaty and 
Baku (Azerbaijan) with Mercedes-Benz, Tashkent with South Korean Daewoos.  All Dushanbe could do 
is import 20 Ikarus since 1991, and only 370 are left in service for a city whose population since then has 
swollen from 600,000 to one million due to the war.  Difficulties with maintenance lead to unsatisfactory 
working conditions and to frustrations for the public as more and more buses are unsafe or have to be 
taken out of service. 

Likewise, there has been a catastrophic decline in the use of road haulage for trade - although Tajikistan 
has almost no internal railways, and the only line linking it to the outside world takes a circuitous route 
(the Dushanbe-Tashkent journey, about one hour by air, takes 29 hours by train). According to 
Khamrakul Khaidarov of the Motor Transport Union, 96 per cent of the country’s freight park is not 
working: no petrol-fuelled lorries (of which the USSR always had many more than in Western countries) 
worked, and few diesel ones.  Most of the surviving transport takes supplies to the military on the border 
with Afghanistan.  Employment in the sector had declined by one-third since early 1991.  Fuel supplies 
are very short. In Dushanbe only the main street was lit in the evenings - and then only its roadway and 
not the pavements. 
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Industry is near a standstill.  The State Statistics Committee reported that in 1994 production of consumer 
goods, including food, was 47 per cent less than in 1993.  A report in the paper, Vecherni Kuryer, on June 
9th described how even sausages were not being produced at Dushanbe's meat processing plant and 80 
per cent of its workers were on obligatory leave.  The paper's letters column showed how much 
discontent is aroused by the most basic commodities. Three pensioners jointly complained about the 
alleged diversion of bread supplies into the hands of private traders and shop managers' friends.  Other 
letters, two of them complaining that their authors and their families had not been paid for nearly a year, 
bitterly associated the problems of bread supply with the "injustice" of the recent currency reform.  (It is 
interesting to note the relative freedom of expression which these letters indicate. In Uzbekistan 
censorship ensures that no such letters could be published, no matter how severe people's problems may 
be.) 

Industrial problems are partly related to dislocation from the war, partly to the breakdown of the USSR.  I 
was told in Khujand that a furniture factory which used to receive wood from Russia can no longer get 
supplies.  Even if they could be ordered, transporting them through Kazakstan and Uzbekistan would be 
expensive and hazardous because of the duties and other obstacles, legal and illegal, on the way.  
Tajikistan's 1994 furniture output was 65 per cent less than 1993. 

Worse than this for most people is the question of unpaid wages - many of them not paid for a whole year 
until the introduction of a new currency, the Tajikistan Rouble, on May 15th, 1995. In September 1994 
unpaid wages were already a cause of impromptu strike action, according to the U.S. State Department.  
Teachers in a district of Dushanbe struck because they had not been paid for more than six months.  
Revealingly, they set up their own strike committee independent of the unions, but the teachers' union 
intervened to prevent any dismissals among the strikers.  In the same month, workers in another part of 
the country refused to pick cotton until they were supplied with bread. 

It was Moscow's refusal to permit Tajikistan continued access to Russian roubles, accompanied by heavy 
pressure from the IMF, that eventually persuaded the government to issue its new currency more than a 
year after 330 billion new roubles' worth of notes were printed in April 1994. It was made the sole legal 
tender without any warning, and wages began to be paid again. The potential durability of the currency 
could be called into question as it was launched without any financial backing in the form of gold or other 
currencies, despite the extremely precarious state of the economy.  By early 1996, wage payments were 
again seriously in arrears. 

Outrage was aroused by the terms of the launch.  Prices were converted at the rate of one new rouble to 
100 old roubles, and the same rate applied to wages.  However, personal savings accounts and unpaid 
back wages were to be calculated at the rate of 1:1,200.  Other conversions were at rates between those 
two figures, apparently depending on an organisation's degree of influence.  Social security was revalued 
at a rate of 1:1,000 but shares and other financial assets at 1:100.  According to several sources, local and 
foreign, these uneven rates of exchange were virtually imposed by the IMF, with a view perhaps to 
reducing the inflationary impact when millions of workers and pensioners received several months' pay 
all at once. Although such industries as survived may have faced bankruptcy by the revaluation of their 
assets at 1:1,200, the social group that the IMF supports is seen in the decision to reward shareholders 
with a full revaluation of their assets. 

Mr Salikhov was a member of the government committee which approved these arrangements. From the 
government's side, it may be guessed that his presence was needed in an attempt to defuse popular 
resistance to the scheme, which immediately came to be regarded as the confiscation of unpaid wages.  
Not surprisingly, other trade union officials expressed consternation at the reform and Mr Salikhov had to 
concede a special plenary meeting of TUFT's Council to decide how to react.  This agreed to demand a 
change in the conversion rates so as not to penalise workers and pensioners, and a special meeting with 
the Prime Minister was arranged, to take place shortly after I left Dushanbe. 

Not far below the surface there is profound discontent associated with the great hardship of most people's 
lives today.  There is a yearning for the relative stability and prosperity of the late Communist era.  
Despite the tragic events of the intervening years, and the presence today of a conservative government 
backed by Russian force, the social ferment that was uncorked then evidently survives.  This society has 
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not been forced back into the deferential, dictatorial mode. Characteristically, it was younger staff at one 
trade union who wanted advice how to respond to the challenge of unpaid wages.  Was it enough, they 
asked, to passively accept it in the interest of social order, as union leaders recommended?  As in 
Kazakstan, there was seemingly an awareness at lower levels of the importance for trade unionists of this 
burning question. 

On a more mundane level, an indication of some openness was also seen in the success as well as failure 
of TUFT attempts at amalgamations of unions.  Thus, I was told that the motor transport workers and 
road maintenance unions had been reunited, reversing a division into two unions in 1990.  However, the 
railway and aviation workers had not complied with the Federation's wishes to form a single transport 
workers' union.  Whether this responded to those unions' members' wishes or those of the leaders is not 
clear. 

Asked what changes there had been in recent years, staff of the Civil Service Union said the most 
important had been the union's independence from the Council of the Federation.  The old constitution 
had specified that the union reported to the Council; now their relations were determined by agreement.  
Yet a habit of secrecy remains.  TUFT was not willing to provide a list of trade union branches (mostly in 
former "all-Union" industries which reported directly to Moscow) which are not affiliated to any branch 
union but directly to TUFT.  In Kyrgyzstan I was given a full list of 17 such bodies. 
 

Conclusion 

Tajikistan demonstrates most acutely the dilemmas faced by sympathetic outsiders in Central Asia. 
Contact, communication and assistance are vitally necessary and would be received with warmth. There 
is an awareness of the need for unions to adapt to the requirements of a market economy. The speech 
prepared by Mr Kashayev for the Almaty conference read: 

 I want to underline that it is extremely hard for the trade unions to act in a transitional 
economy.  We have to pass from the past role of participant in distributing social blessings 
to absolutely new functions.  And here I would like to underline the noticeable help from 
ILO in our work protecting the rights of the working people, and Conventions adopted by 
the organisation and experience of colleagues from other countries and trade union 
organisations. 

In spite of Tajikistan's immense problems and its government's repressive history, including a local form 
of ethnic cleansing, it seemed to me there was potentially more political space than in several 
neighbouring countries.  Without foreign contacts, Tajikistan's problems are only likely to get worse.  
Sensitively run aid programmes in other conservative countries of the former Soviet Union have shown 
that results can be achieved - and greatly appreciated - simply by exposing people in these closed 
societies to other ways of thinking and doing things. 

However, it is not without reason that other parts of the international community have chosen to avoid 
any strong interest in Tajikistan, providing little more than humanitarian aid.  Foreign companies will not 
invest in such an unstable country (which in any case offers few opportunities for investment).  Other 
countries are loath to encourage a government sustained in power by an external military force. 

It is not for trade union secretariats to follow the lead of multinational companies or foreign ministries.  
My own conclusion in Dushanbe, however much I personally liked the people I met and felt for the 
impossible burdens under which they strained, was that it would be premature to open formal relations 
with their unions at this stage.  There was certainly some willingness to reform. The deciding issue, 
however, is political.  The trade unions of Tajikistan remain closely intertwined with the government.  
When one considers the nature of that government, it seems impossible to justify any democratic unions 
establishing close links.  Even President Karimov in Uzbekistan enjoys more legitimacy than President 
Rakhmonov.  But contacts, and friendly encouragement and advice, should assuredly be made. 

In Tajikistan’s depressed and volatile atmosphere, it is quite possible that in due course either some 
spontaneous strike movements might occur or younger elements might pose a challenge to the present 
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union leaderships.  It is those eventualities that foreign, democratic unions should watch for.  Maintaining 
more than informal contact with today’s pro-state structures may be a hazardous step to take. 
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9D.  Turkmenistan 
 

This section of the report is inevitably briefer and more tentative than the others because I was unable 
to visit Turkmenistan during the fact-finding mission.  However, I met Ms Tamara Ivashchenko, 
Deputy Chairwoman of the Trade Union Federation of Turkmenistan (TUFT) in Almaty in May 1995, 
and gathered data on both the Federation and five member unions of interest to PSI through telephone 
interviews from Tashkent to Ashgabat, capital of Turkmenistan.  The information gathered in these 
interviews is detailed in Annex 2. 

The story of my attempt to visit Ashgabat is indicative of the state of affairs in Turkmenistan in 
general.  When we met in Almaty, Ms Ivashchenko complained of Turkmenistan's relative isolation 
since foreign visitors often limited themselves to the two biggest countries in the region, Uzbekistan 
and Kazakstan.  She seemed persuaded by my argument that it would be a pity then if Turkmenistan 
were the only country not to be visited on PSI's behalf.  But after that, Mr Khoshgeldi Ovezov, 
Chairman of TUFT, for a second time decided not to invite me. He was due to visit the USA and did 
not want a foreign visitor to be received in his absence. This was in line with the tradition that a boss 
does not delegate authority - least of all to admit a foreigner in his absence.  Political caution by the 
newly elected chairman of the unions in admitting a Russian-speaker he did not know is 
understandable. 

However, since Turkmenistan's independence, the government has shown itself unwilling to accept 
any outside enquiries into political conditions.  The U.S. State Department wrote: 

 There are no local human rights monitoring groups, and government restrictions on 
freedom of speech, press, and association would preclude any effort to investigate and 
criticize publicly the Government's human rights policies.8 

It reported that in 1992 the government deported two representatives of Amnesty International who 
went to Ashgabat to investigate human rights, and in 1993 it attempted to prevent members of a 
CSCE (OSCE) delegation from meeting opposition leaders. 

The telephone interviews I made to Ashgabat had to be mostly limited to basic data about union 
membership and structure, giving no opportunity to talk more discursively.  Some of  the information 
I was given proved unreliable.  At one level I was told that the government, ministries and employers 
were not represented on executives of either the Federation or its member unions, but four of the five 
unions interviewed told me they did have such representation.  I was told the Federation and unions 
had no links with VKP, but three of the five unions were affiliated to VKP-related organisations. 

This was an extreme example of a trend I noticed elsewhere: that senior figures in official federations, 
having more international experience, sometimes put a particular gloss on what they told me, in line 
with what they thought PSI would like to hear.  The best information always came from detailed 
questioning of individual union leaders. 

From the information I did gather, two broad conclusions emerged: 

  1. The Trade Union Federation of Turkmenistan remains state-dominated.  The only new union 
to be created was that of new businesses, which was founded in 1991 and joined TUFT at the 
April 1995 Congress.  It is safe to assume that it now fits the mould of all the other ex-Soviet 
unions, and it is quite possible that it was set up by them to forestall the creation of an 
independent private business association. 

  2. There were some signs of differences of opinion within TUFT, although when telephoning 
from a distance of 1,300 km it was hard to know what to make of them. One trade union 

                     
    

8

 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1994: Report submitted to the Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
U.S. House of Representatives and the Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate by the Department of State 
(pub. Washington, February 1995).  This and earlier reports are invaluable sources of information on human rights 
and are referred to elsewhere in this report. 
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leader did not wish to answer my questions at all and passed the task upwards to the Deputy 
Chairwoman of the Federation; this may have been due to political caution.  But another was 
very keen for future contacts with PSI and said he would have liked to see me in the Turkmen 
capital. 

Subsequent visits to Turkmenistan in another capacity gave a fuller understanding of the situation 
there.  Partly for political reasons, the country remains unusually isolated, especially from the Western 
world.  By the end of 1995 its domestic economic crisis had become acute, with continued rapid 
inflation, a collapse of the currency, declining production and fears of food shortages.  Although not 
the poorest republic, in Soviet times Turkmenistan had generally the worst indicators on 
measurements of welfare such as life expectancy and infant mortality. The present economic crisis has 
persuaded the Government to start introducing liberal economic measures, such as liberalising the sale 
(and prices) of all but a few agricultural goods, and planning for privatisation.  This has been partly 
under the influence of international aid organisations, some of which have argued the case for 
liberalisation in Ashgabat, and let Turkmen colleagues see with their own eyes, in visits to Europe and 
America, how more liberal systems work. 

So far, this has only affected economic reform.  But Turkmens, like all their neighbours, are hungry 
for contacts with the outside world, and they say that friendly, informal contacts only affect their 
understanding of their own situation for the better.  The imminent creation of a free trade union 
movement may be unlikely, but the more contact is developed by trade unionists elsewhere, the 
sooner people at all levels are likely to understand the international principles of trade unionism and 
seek to modify their own systems accordingly. 
 

Recommendation 

The overall impression I received of Turkmenistan's trade unions during the fact-finding mission was 
negative.  The economic state of Turkmenistan's people is very difficult and workers need their own 
organisations to support and defend them.  The present Turkmen unions are old-style state trade 
unions, lightly disguised.  TUFT's new Chairman, elected in March, did not appear interested in the 
sort of contacts PSI can offer, while others gave misleading information which they seem mistakenly 
to have believed would impress me. Some of the best pressure for change will come from 
international contacts, and it is in this spirit that a friendly dialogue could be opened.  Expectations 
should not be raised with early promises of affiliation or support, but advice may be given, where 
sought. 
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9E. Uzbekistan 
 

Four unions in Uzbekistan can be identified as having members in PSI's area, although most members of 
two of them work in industries which elsewhere would probably be privately owned and organised by 
other unions.  Meetings were held with the head or deputy head of each of these four unions.  This section 
of the report discusses the information gathered at those meetings. 

Little attempt was made to hide the official unions' close integration with the state (there are no truly 
independent unions).  Anybody who has read Uzbekistan's "Law on Trade Unions, their Rights and 
Guarantees of their Activity", passed in July 1992, or the Republic's Constitution, adopted in December 
1992, may find this surprising.  Article 58 of the Constitution reads in part (in the official English 
translation): 

 Interference by state bodies and officials in the activity of public associations [including 
trade unions], as well as interference by public associations in the activity of state bodies 
and officials is impermissible. 

Article 3 of the trade union law is titled "Trade Union Independence" and its first paragraph reads: 

 Trade unions are independent in their activity from bodies of state administration, 
economic bodies, political and other public organisations, and are not answerable to 
them or controlled by them except in cases foreseen by legislative acts.  Any interference 
liable to limit trade unions' rights or hinder their realisation is forbidden. 

The Trade Union Federation of Uzbekistan (TUFU)'s relationship with the state was reflected in Deputy 
Chairman Mr Zairjan Kadirov's definition of the two main tasks the Federation sets itself.  First of these 
was participation in the legislative process.  In 3½ years since independence TUFU had examined more 
than 160 draft laws, of which 60 were passed into law.  The second task lay in reaching a series of 
collective agreements with ministries and employers.  There is an annual agreement with the government 
on social protection, which identifies laws to be passed, and there are similar agreements at the lower 
territorial levels and in all economic sectors, which the regional union councils and branch unions 
negotiate with the appropriate authorities.  Finally, there are collective agreements with individual 
employers. 

However, Mr Kadirov told me the 18 members of TUFU's executive Presidium include a Deputy Prime 
Minister (Chairwoman of the State Women's Committee), the Minister of Social Security and the 
Minister of Labour.  In every union either a deputy minister or the deputy head of a non-ministerial 
employer organisation sits on the executive.  The same holds at all geographical levels: the Federation's 
provincial and district committees include on their executives senior representatives of provincial or 
district governments. 

Mr Kadirov heartily defended this state of affairs.  He said this was the first country in the CIS where 
government representatives were on the trade union federation's executive and argued it was very helpful 
to the unions.  As an example, he cited a meeting of the Federation's Tashkent provincial council in the 
spring of 1995, when the deputy head of the provincial government raised the problem of late payment of 
wages.  Prompted by this, the trade union council instructed its staff to work on this difficult issue.  Mr 
Kadirov praised the politician's initiative. However, an alternative interpretation of this event might be 
that the unions felt unable to raise such a delicate issue until they were told they could on government 
authority: we seem to be back in the Soviet situation where everyone waited on the Party's instructions 
before dealing with any problem. 

It soon became clear that government interference in union activities was pervasive.  Given the repression 
of recent years this is not surprising, and nobody who has not lived under such conditions is entitled to 
criticise people who accept this state of affairs.  But the fact of such subservience to government must be 
noted.  Thus, while I was in Tashkent the Chairwoman of the Health Workers Union was made Deputy 
Minister of Social Security and a replacement had to be elected.  I was assured on the best authority that 
no candidate for the Chair could be put up for election by the union's central committee without first 
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finding approval from both TUFU and the Ministry of Health.  The civil service workers' union said that 
in 1995 its membership was opened up to individual business owners under an agreement between with 
the State Tax Committee - seemingly, the tax inspectors had a say in who the union could recruit.  In the 
Chairman's office of one union, inside a ministry, I saw a telephone of the restricted internal government 
circuit, which is always limited to ministers and the most senior civil servants. Like the office itself, the 
Chairman told me, it was supplied free of charge. 

It seems that even the recent wave of amalgamations between TUFU's member unions suits the 
government's convenience.  The number of unions was reduced from 25 to 19 and was expected to fall 
further.  In 1994 the furniture workers merged with the Local Industry Union. This was at the behest of 
the Cabinet of Ministers and went through against resistance from below, I was told - and assured that in 
any case, such amalgamations would happen eventually. In 1994 water transport workers merged with 
the motor transport workers and an attempt was made to bring all the transport workers together, 
including railways and aviation.  This also met rank-and-file resistance and was rejected at a union 
Congress.  Mr Ashir Sabirov, Chairman of the Motor Transport Workers Union, pointed out that in the 
President of the Republic's office one department dealt with road haulage, road maintenance, 
telecommunications, railways and aviation; and TUFU wanted to create a single union to deal with it. 

A sceptic might ask how the rank-and-file could offer any resistance to amalgamation moves in such a 
submissive political culture.  Union leaders could well manipulate meetings discussing such decisions to 
preserve their own power base.  An indication of the changes since 1990 is seen in the fact that there was 
only one candidate for each leadership post at the Local Industry Union's Congress in December 1994.  
At the previous Congress in August 1990, there were several competing candidates and very lively 
debates. 

Combined with the subservience to government is an evident revival of hierarchical reflexes within the 
union movement.  The subordination of individual unions to the national centre was made clear when I 
tried to visit one union before I had met any Federation officials.  The union's chairwoman, with whom I 
had made an appointment, took me to task for this; she said it was normal in Uzbekistan to make first 
contact with an organisation at the top, and took me upstairs for an unplanned briefing by Mr Kadirov 
before she would even consider meeting me. It seemed that TUFU-affiliated unions had no autonomy of 
decision-making at all; they could not meet a foreign guest without prior approval from the top of the 
Federation. 

While trade unionism in Uzbekistan has come to differ markedly from the high principles enshrined in 
the country's law and Constitution, in other ways those documents entrench the survival of Soviet 
practices.  Article 2 of the law on trade unions specifies that workers "have the right without any 
distinction whatever to voluntarily establish trade unions of their own choice and without prior 
authorisation", but Article 7 (the first of Chapter II: "Fundamental Rights of Trade Unions") is headed: 
"The right of the Council of the Trade Union Federation of Uzbekistan to participate in drawing up laws 
and regulations": the right of consultation is restricted by law to the ex-Soviet federation.  (Tajikistan's 
trade union law of March 1992 still gives a Soviet-style right to initiate legislation but opens up this 
privilege to all trade unions in general.) 

Neither the law nor the Constitution so much as mentions strikes, still less guarantees the right to organise 
or take part in them.  This may in part explain the strong antipathy to strikes and other forms of militant 
action shown by several trade union leaders.  Mr Muhamedjanov of the civil service union said he was 
not keen on strikes or demonstrations and preferred to use negotiation and compromise to reach collective 
agreements.  Mr Anarbayev of the Local Industry Union stressed the importance of knowing each of his 
union's enterprises and the situation of its managers well; nobody would win from bringing members out 
on the streets. Such officials might be affected by an occasion at the beginning of the reforms in 1992, 
described by the U.S. State Department: 

 During the January 16-17 student demonstrations over bread price rises, security forces 
fired on an unarmed crowd and killed three participants. 

Two years later, the State Department reported: 
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 After cordons of militia prevented attempts to hold unsanctioned demonstrations in 1992, 
the opposition made no attempts to hold public meetings during 1993 or 1994.9 

TUFU's 1995 Congress adopted a new programme, although it is hardly the pro-reform document which 
Mr Kadirov described to me.  In spirit - especially in its attitude to central government - it comes straight 
out of the Soviet Union, translated into the rhetoric of the market economy.  Here are some of the first 
tasks TUFU sets itself: 

 to mobilise the working people of the republic for the development of production and the 
unconditional realisation of the five principles of building a market economy [as specified 
by President Karimov], to create the necessary conditions for entrepreneurial activity, to 
uproot the psychology of egalitarianism and dependency... ; 

to assist the strengthening of social and national accord, to actively oppose attempts to 
destabilise society... 

(The guarantee of "stability" is President Karimov's main justification of his own maintenance of 
unconditional power.) 

As in neighbouring countries, the size of trade union numbers is unclear.  Unlike some CIS countries, 
there had been no significant decline yet, but Mr Kadirov said a decline was expected as privatisation and 
economic reforms developed (neither has gone far yet in Uzbekistan).  He gave the total number of 
members as "more than 7.5 million", or about 96 per cent of those who could be members.  Mr 
Muhamedjanov of the civil service workers, however, said that total membership was seven million out 
of a workforce of 11 million, which amounts to 64 per cent.  (His union, however, had maintained 
membership at about 97 per cent of that possible.) There was, however, some acknowledgment that 
changes in ownership made things more difficult for the unions - as was widely stated in other countries.  
Mr Anarbayev said many enterprises he dealt with were now shareholding concerns, under private or 
collective ownership.  Some of them questioned the need for a union, arguing that all questions were 
satisfactorily handled within the workforce.  (He also said many enterprises in the sector were in financial 
difficulty, which might provide some explanation for this attitude.) 

Vladimir Vainshtein, Deputy Chairman of the Health Workers Union, admitted that in the long run his 
union's membership was set to decline but he was not chasing after members because he wanted 
membership to be entirely voluntary.  This is in line with Article 59 of Uzbekistan's Constitution, which 
states: "Membership in trade unions is optional."  But another union leader said his union represented 100 
per cent of workers in its field since, although workers are permitted to refuse to pay their union check-
offs, they rarely do so. 

Uzbekistan has seen a further reduction in the unions' social welfare functions than elsewhere but those 
functions have not disappeared.  The state still levies 37 per cent of each worker's pay for social welfare 
but passes on to the unions only two per cent of the total, keeping 35 per cent for itself.  Mr 
Muhamedjanov of the civil service workers said the money financed rest homes, summer camps for 
children, sports facilities and palaces of culture.  His union's property still included seven children's 
convalescence camps and one "sanatorium-prophylactorium”.  Mr Sabirov said that among the items 
covered by the motor transport union's collective agreements were health provisions, housing and aid to 
poorer families - which gives an indication of the fields that have moved out of the unions' direct control. 

While I was in Tashkent there was a battle between the unions and the Ministry of Labour for control of 
labour inspection (health and safety).  The Ministry said a recent law had passed responsibility for this 
from the unions to it and it had recruited from TUFU the country's leading expert in the field; but it had 
difficulty going further because it could not match the rates of pay offered by the unions.  Leaders of 
TUFU's unions, however, insisted that there had been no transfer of responsibility from them. 

                     
    9 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1992: Uzbekistan, Section 1a, and Country Reports on 
Human Rights Practices for 1994: Uzbekistan, Section 2b (pub. Washington, 1993 and 1995) 
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There are in Uzbekistan some new unions established since the fall of Communism.  They fall into two 
categories.  Mr Anarbayev said there were new unions for workers in the armed forces, underground 
railway construction, the Academy of Sciences and cooperatives.  These, he claimed, were all in TUFU 
although its list of affiliates includes none of them.  It is possible that all are directly affiliated local 
branches which are not ascribed to any union; a list of such branches was not given to me in Uzbekistan.  
Additionally, what appear more like professional associations have been formed with the Union of 
Entrepreneurs, Union of Renters (sic), Association of Private Physicians and Pharmacists and a lawyers' 
association.  These are not affiliated to TUFU. 

I had the opportunity of meeting none but, since all were founded after President Karimov started 
consolidating his power, it is safe to assume that all fit the mould of union described above.  A newspaper 
article published in Bishkek about the 1995 congress of the trade union confederation Konsolidatsiya 
gave clear hints as to the nature of the entrepreneurs' union, which the writer said provided a "pleasant 
exception" to the difficulties faced by most independent unions: in two years it had doubled its 
membership "thanks to the support of the President of the Republic".  The author commented: 

 It is one thing to fight for the strengthening of trade union ranks in Uzbekistan but quite 
another approach is needed in Kyrgyzstan or Russia.  In the first case everything depends 
on the powers that be but in all others, untraditional ways of attracting new members have 
to be sought. 

 

Recommendation 

There should be no question of anybody believing in free, democratic trade unions establishing official 
contacts with affiliates of the Trade Union Federation of Uzbekistan.  Since 1992 it has been firmly re-
established as a state trade union organisation committed to carrying out policies determined by the 
government.  A strongly hierarchical order has been restored to its internal structure while government 
nominees are placed on union executive bodies in all sectors and at all levels.  Any independent 
determination of policy is impossible. 

There is considerable discontent and disillusionment in Uzbekistan as people's living standards fall.  As 
elsewhere, this may eventually find expression either politically or in labour disputes. If that occurs, 
however, it is extremely unlikely that the present leaders of the trade unions will be in support of such a 
popular movement and their members' anger could well be turned against them.  Hence, anything 
resembling support for those leaders risks turning out to be imprudent as well as counter to trade union 
principles. 
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10.   General conclusions: dilemmas for foreign cooperation 
 

Several perplexing dilemmas face union organisations in other countries which want to assist the 
development of trade unionism in Central Asia.  There is an evident need for public service (and all other) 
workers to receive assistance and support during a period of great hardship and turmoil. The structures 
developed since the collapse of Communism in 1991, with strong backing from the International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank and some other external agencies, relegate workers' interests far below 
those of domestic and foreign property owners and national elites. The ex-Soviet state-sponsored trade 
unions used to be part of those elites and cooperated closely with the government and state employers.  
Their members included the employers themselves while the representation of the state and/or employers 
on their executives remains the norm throughout Central Asia.  Hence they have proved inadequate 
vehicles for defending their ordinary members' interests.  Yet at the same time almost no unions have 
been established in the region by workers themselves to directly reflect and defend their own interests. 

In general in the former Soviet Union there are few independent trade unions; in three of the five states of 
Central Asia, including the most populous, there are none.  Apart from their generally small size, there is 
a further problem in dealing with the independent unions alone. They often replicate the Soviet system in 
permitting as members all the staff of an organisation, including the director or owner.  Some of them, 
like UWCOFFE in Kyrgyzstan, exist primarily to advance the interests of owners.  In a gesture of 
paternalism they look after the social interests of a member enterprise's employees, but they will 
assuredly not defend those employees' interests in the event of a conflict with the employers. 

As explained to me at UWCOFFE, this is because the biggest social division in former Soviet societies 
remains the "vertical" one between the independently created private sector and the dominant sector of 
employment, which came out of the state-owned Soviet system.  This is quite unlike the "horizontal" line 
of division between employers and employees which is regarded as the norm in industrial societies in the 
rest of the world.  Newly created private firms (as opposed to privatised state firms) still feel vulnerable 
enough to want to organise separately from the former state sector.  It is not obvious how international 
trade unions should respond to this novel kind of social conflict.  But seen in this light, the unusual 
community of interest between new independent trade unions and new private businesses becomes 
obvious. 

In addition, the employment categories familiar in developed capitalist economies do not apply directly in 
countries which are moving away from a state-dominated economy.  In the past, there was not the 
distinction between public and private sectors or between public service and other workers which exists 
elsewhere.  Hence, the fields of coverage of the unions do not fit those familiar to trade unionists from 
other traditions: groups of workers who naturally co-exist in a public service union in Western Europe, 
for example, are to be found scattered around a number of different unions in a Central Asian country.  
One group might share membership of a union with specialists who elsewhere would be firmly anchored 
in the private sector.  For example, Central Asia's civil service trade unions now recruit employees of 
privately owned banks. 

But the most important question concerns relations with the official unions that were created by the 
Soviet system.  The resolution of this dilemma is not easy.  There are many cross-currents which lead off 
in different directions - for example, the official unions' continuing strong links with the state as against 
many of their leaders' genuine desire to receive training and advice about democratic trade unionism. 

Should an act of faith be made in supporting them as the best there is to defend their millions of 
members?  Or should they be written off as irredeemably compromised and corrupt?  Either strategy 
entails risks.  For the first, it is essential to be as wary of officials' claims about their degree of 
democratisation and the actions they have taken in defence of their members as it always was with 
officials of the USSR.  In one republic I found that a very plausible senior official had told me unashamed 
lies about certain features of her federation. Everywhere I was given contradictory information about 
membership levels; in some cases, I am sure officials deliberately tried to mislead me.  The problem is 
further complicated by the continuing role in all five countries of the "official" state trade unions in social 
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fields, which many have abused in the past as a corrupt source of finance and which in any case distracts 
attention from their fundamental task of representing their members before employers and the state. 

It is also necessary to think about possible future developments.  It is quite conceivable that in the near 
future a new generation of activists will come to the fore, seeking to turn the unions into genuinely 
representative organisations.  That could involve a long and hard struggle. Foreign trade unions should 
avoid any appearance of having supported a reactionary, corrupt old guard of officials.  Similar grave 
mistakes have already been made by well-meaning foreigners who failed to understand the very different 
societies they were dealing with.  Mr Solomin, the independent trade unions' leader in Kazakhstan, 
complained that foreign support would have been most effective in the early 1990s but unnecessary 
misunderstandings arose. His deputy, Yevgeni Zhovtev, had been in Kazakstan's Social Democratic Party 
but complained that senior politicians in the Socialist International refused to understand what that party's 
position and strategy were, let alone give it support; now the party has died and virtually no other 
democratic forces are left in Kazakstan. 

The opposite risk would be to see workers unprotected in a dangerous new world.  There is no guarantee 
anywhere that official trade unions will be radicalised from below.  If it does happen, it could be many 
years off.  Meanwhile, the official unions will presumably go on existing, take the payroll taxes from their 
members and sign collective agreements in their name. Alternatively, they might collapse, with no 
guarantee that, in societies with no tradition of independent social organisation, even in the long run new 
unions would arise to fill the gap.  It may be better to speak to the existing official unions, in the 
expectation that their exposure to PSI's experience and ideas would encourage them to change their ways 
more quickly than would otherwise be the case.  In a part of the world which has been so isolated for so 
long as Central Asia, simple exposure to different ways of thinking and doing things can be of great 
benefit in itself. 

Some international trade secretariats have taken a middle course.  The International Federation of 
Chemical, Energy and General Workers Unions (ICEF) has introduced a category of "transition 
affiliation" under which affiliates in ex-Soviet countries are on a kind of probation for several years; 
periodically they have to report to the ICEF on their progress in developing into independent, 
representative bodies.  This option has certain merits, not least that it enables the unions concerned (and 
indirectly their members) to benefit from ICEF's facilities without ICEF committing itself to them as full 
members.  The disadvantages are that it could seem patronising or discriminatory to the transition 
affiliates (they might legitimately ask why new affiliates in other parts of the world are not subject to the 
same requirements), while in most countries it would be a mistake to exaggerate the degree of autonomy 
which any branch union has in its own development.  For PSI, such a system would pose the further 
dilemma of what to do about unions from other post-Communist countries which have already been 
accepted as affiliates.  The ICEF scheme is recommended for PSI's consideration but on balance this 
author concludes that its disadvantages outweigh its merits. 

Any recommendation made here is done in the knowledge that it relies on a balance of judgment and is 
therefore open to valid challenge by anybody who sees that balance differently. It would be a defensible 
position to advocate close cooperation with undemocratic, state-sponsored trade unions as the only visible 
means of supporting vulnerable employees at the present time.  However, this would imply recognition of 
unacceptable trade union practices and could place PSI on the wrong side of potential future conflicts to 
democratise those unions. 

In making the following list of recommendations, it is understood that the main distinctions in the region 
lie between the situations in different countries; in general, little difference of organisation or principle 
can be found between the official trade unions in any one country. This is natural, as they developed from 
the start as part of one system in which a high degree of uniformity was imposed from above.  This is 
different from the classical situation in well-established market economies, where trade unions were 
created from scratch by their members, who at a later date faced decisions whether to combine with other 
unions, and if so on what terms.  Where significant differences exist between the public service unions 
encountered in any one country, they are described elsewhere in this report and are not further discussed 
here. Recommendations for each of the five countries are now given separately. 
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Uzbekistan 

This is a "neo-Communist" dictatorship in which the government brooks no opposition, whether 
individual or collective.  The trade unions are forcibly dominated by the state, which is directly involved 
at every level.  There is no possibility either of forming new independent trade unions or of transforming 
the official unions in this direction.  Only limited contact is recommended with affiliates of the trade 
union federation until there are strong signs of democratisation within the union movement. 

 

Turkmenistan 

Turkmenistan is also a dictatorship, in which the government displays a particularly closed attitude 
towards the Western world and liberal values.  For this and other reasons, the country remains more 
isolated than its neighbours to the north.  The best chance for influencing changes in attitudes, in trade 
unions as in other spheres, lies in increasing contacts with the outside world.  In society in general (we 
have limited evidence as to the unions), there is a hunger for such contact.  The depth of the current 
economic crisis is forcing the government to change its thinking, at least in economic policy.  Tentative 
contacts should be continued, but without offering exaggerated expectations as to affiliation or other 
forms of formal recognition until the unions show clear signs of reform. 

 

Tajikistan 

This country also has a "neo-Communist" government - the only one where the ruling party actually bears 
the Communist name.  But isolated after a horrific civil war, Tajikistan's general need for international 
contact and social support is stronger than anywhere.  The dilemmas described above are truly cruel in 
this instance.  However, the trade unions are closely tied to a government which came to power through 
violent repression, represents the political "clan" of only one geographical region and is kept in place by 
what amounts to a foreign occupying force.  However, the political situation is more open than in 
Turkmenistan or Uzbekistan, and further, tentative contacts may be recommended. 

 

Kyrgyzstan 

While many of the features which formerly bound Kyrgyzstan's official trade unions together have 
broken down, they show only limited signs of reform.  The Federation has played its part along with other 
representatives of the former elite in opposing the only government in the region which has some 
democratic roots.  The issue of the Federation's property raises serious questions about the character of 
this organisation, while recent changes in its leadership must be examined very carefully to find out their 
political meaning.  Judging by what I saw and heard in Bishkek, I would oppose any immediate move to 
welcome the official unions into international trade union ranks. Informal contacts, however, should be 
developed. 

 

Kazakstan 

This is the only one of the five countries where an independent trade union confederation exists - the 
Independent Trade Union Centre of Kazakstan (ITUCK).  Its affiliates include several small, local unions 
representing public service workers in various parts of Kazakstan's vast territory.  The official unions are 
also somewhat more reformed (and more autonomous from the trade union centre) than in other 
countries.  Big question marks hang over their attitude to trade union property. 

On balance it is possible to recommend making closer contacts with public service unions of Kazakstan.  
This should be on the strict condition that it involves both those affiliated to the official confederation and 
to ITUCK.  It would give the wrong signal to make approaches to the official confederation alone, while 
ITUCK's public service affiliates appear too small to justify an approach on their own. 
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Annex 2 Trade union profiles 
 
 
This annex provides details of the trade unions and confederations whose leaders were 
interviewed for this report.  Comments on the information shown are provided where appropriate, 
and it will be noted that the numbers of union members were often unclear.  The pay levels 
shown most often refer to basic pay only; it is normal practice throughout the region for this to be 
substantially raised by the addition of bonuses.  The pay figures printed nevertheless indicate the 
broad levels of pay received by workers. Dollar conversions must be treated with some caution 
since the cost of living varies greatly from country to country, being much higher in Kazakstan 
than Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan. 

All information was accurate at the time of the fact-finding mission, in May-June 1995. 

 

 Kazakstan 
 
Area:   2.72 million sq. km. 
Capital:   Almaty (former name: Alma-Ata) 
Frontiers with:  China, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan 
Coastline:  Caspian Sea, Aral Sea 
Population:  16.6 million (according to 1989 census) 
Name of President: Nursultan NAZARBAYEV 
 
 
 
 Trade Union Federation of the Republic of Kazakstan (TUFK) 
 
Address:  37 ul. Zheltoksan, 480003 Almaty, Kazakstan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3272) 323962 
 
Date of foundation: 1925 
 
Chairman:  Mr Siyazbek MUKASHEV (tel. no.: (7-3272) 392801) 
 
No. of branch unions: 27 plus 5 local branches unaffiliated to national unions 
 
Membership claimed: 5.9 million, including 323,402 pensioners (date: 1/1/95) 
 
% of workforce:  96.3 per cent 
 
National average pay: 4,000-4,200 Tenge (US$63-67) per month (according to ITUCK) 
 
Union membership fees: One per cent of any member's pay 

Number of paid staff: Undisclosed 
 
Structure of TUFK: The Federation has 55 subdivisions: 19 provincial committees, two city 

committees (for Almaty and Leninsk), 27 branch unions, two railway workers' 
committees and five local committees unaffiliated to national unions.  The 21 
geographical divisions seem to take precedence over the 34 sectoral divisions. 

 The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The most recent was on March 29th, 1995.  Between Congresses major 
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decisions are taken by the Council, meeting once a quarter and composed of the 
Chairman and Deputy Chairmen of the Federation and one member per 
affiliated organisation (currently 51 members).  Decisions between Council 
plenums are taken by the 11-member Executive Committee, meeting at least 
once every two months and currently composed of: the Chairman and three 
Deputy Chairmen of the Federation, six branch union Chairpersons and two 
provincial committee Chairmen (one Federation Deputy Chairman is also 
Chairman of the Construction Workers' Union). 

There appear to be no government representatives on the ruling bodies of the 
Federation, branch unions or provincial or local committees. 

 
ILO Conventions ratified by Kazakstan: 
 
 Kazakstan is an active member of the ILO but has yet to ratify any of its 

Conventions.  The 1995 tripartite General Agreement commits the government 
to seek the ratification of Conventions nos.: 

• 95 - Protection of Wages, 1949 
• 122 - Employment Policy, 1964 
• 148 - Working Environment (Air Pollution, Noise and Vibration), 1977 
• 155 - Occupational Safety and Health, 1981. 

 
International links: Affiliated to VKP (Moscow-based General Trade Union Confederation) and the 

Coordinating Council of Eurasian States' Trade Union Centres.  Attended 
November 1994 WFTU Congress in Damascus as an observer. 

 
List of branch unions affiliated: 
 
 1. Armed Forces Workers Union 
 2. Aviation Workers Union 
 3. Birlik Union of Workers in Consumer Cooperatives, Retailing and Miscellaneous Enterprises 
 4. Civil and Public Service Workers Union 
 5. Communication Workers Union 
 6. Construction and Construction Materials Industry Workers Union 
 7. Cultural Workers Union 
 8. Education and Scientific Workers Union 
 9. Energy and Electrical Engineering Workers Union 
10. Fishing Industry Workers Union 
11. Forestry Workers Union 
12. Geology, Geodesy and Cartography Workers Union 
13. Health Workers Union 
14. Light Industry Workers Union 
15. Machinemaking Workers Union 
16. Maritime and River Workers Union 
17. Mining and Metals Industry Workers Union 
18. Motor Transport and Highway Workers Union 
19. Nuclear Power and Industry Workers Union 
20. Oil and Gas Sector and Construction Workers Union 
21. Railway Workers and Transport Construction Workers Union 
22. Scientific Workers Union 
23. Union of Agro-industrial Complex Workers 
24. Union of Workers in Chemical Sectors of Industry 
25. Union of Workers in Cooperatives and Free Entreprise 
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26. Union of Workers in Local Industry, Municipal and Household Service Enterprises 
27. Union of Workers in Small and Innovative Businesses 
 
Main informant:  Mr Leonid MARTYNOV, Deputy Chairman and Head of International 

Department (tel. no.: (7-3272) 327855) 
 
Comments:  The claim of 96.3 per cent union membership in the workforce seems surprising 

in view of claims by two large member unions (see below) to have only 78 per 
cent membership in their sectors.  All three unions interviewed acknowledged 
having lost substantial numbers of members since 1991. 

 
 
 
 Independent Trade Union Centre of Kazakstan (ITUCK) 
 
Address:  57A ul. Masanchi, 480012 Almaty, Kazakstan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3272) 670351 
 
Date of foundation: August 1991 
 
Chairman:  Mr Leonid SOLOMIN 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3272) 671751, 670352 
 
No. of branch unions: 51 
 
Membership claimed: Between 200,000 and 500,000 
 
% of workforce:  3.4 to 8.6 per cent 
 
National average pay: 4,000-4,200 Tenge (US$63-67) per month 
 
Union membership fee: Decided by each affiliated organisation.  Typically between one and five per 

cent of pay, or a fixed sum, e.g. 200-300 Tenge (US$3-5) per month 
 
Number of paid staff: Eight at headquarters 
 
Structure of ITUCK: ITUCK's 53 affiliated organisations include two national unions, two 

interprovincial associations and 49 unattached local branches in 11 of 
Kazakstan's 19 provinces and the city of Almaty.  (One of the unions is 
separately affiliated at national level and under two provinces.) 

The chief decision-making body is the Congress, called every three years.  The 
last was on April 6th-7th, 1995.  The Coordinating Council, composed of the 
leaders of all member organisations, meets between Congresses.  The Congress 
elects the Chairperson.  The Chairperson can appoint Deputy Chairpersons, who 
must then be confirmed by the Coordinating Council. 

 
International links: Assistance from U.S. unions; no international affiliations.  Urgently requests 

"recognition" by the international trade union movement. 
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List of branch unions affiliated: 
 
 1. "Achpolimetal" Plant Union (miners, South Kazakhstan province) 
 2. Adai Transport Co. Union (Mangistau province) 
 3. "Adam" Non-state Sector Union (West Kazakhstan province) 
 4. Air Pilots Union (national, Mangistau and South Kazakhstan provinces) 
 5. Air Traffic Controllers Union (Taldy-Korgan province) 
 6. Aktau Non-state Sector Trade Union (Mangistau province) 
 7. Aktau State Enterprise Union (construction, Mangistau province) 
 8. Aktau Transport Workers Union (Mangistau province) 
 9. "Ali" Independent Farmers Union (Almaty province) 
10. Birlesu Union (non-state sector of the economy, national) 
11. Blind Workers Union (Almaty province) 
12. Bobek Rehabilitation Centre Union (Mangistau province) 
13. City of Kentau Independent Union (miners and teachers, South Kazakhstan province) 
14. City of Tekeli Independent Union (miners, Taldy-Korgan province) 
15. Confederation of Free Trade Unions of Miners 
16. "Densaulyk" Union (medical workers, Zhambyl province) 
17. Dr Mikhailov's Clinic Union (Almaty) 
18. "DOSAAF" Union (teachers and lecturers, Zhambyl province) 
19. Elektrobytpribor Factory Union (Almaty) 
20. Employment Department Union (Pavlodar province) 
21. Garant Co. Union (Mangistau province) 
22. Independent Cooperative Workers Union (Rudny, Kostanai province) 
23. Independent Miners Union (associated member, Zhezkazgan province) 
24. Independent Teachers Union (Arkalyk, Turgai province) 
25. Independent Teachers Union (Mangistau province) 
26. Independent Union of Disabled People (Kalinin district, Almaty) 
27. Independent Union of Drivers 
28. Independent Union of Journalists (Almaty) 
29. Independent Union of Scientists (oil and gas sector, Mangistau) 
30. Kairat Co. Union (Almaty) 
31. Karagandagasprom Co. Union (gas workers, Karaganda province) 
32. Karashchaganak Plant Union (gas workers, West Kazakhstan province) 
33. Karatau Union (miners, Zhambyl province) 
34. Liteishchik Metal Workers Union (Almaty) 
35. Mekhanomontazh Metal Workers Union (Almaty province) 
36. Miscellaneous Enterprises Union (South Kazakhstan province) 
37. Non-state Sector Union (Karaganda province) 
38. Non-state Sector Workers Union (South Kazakhstan province) 
39. Orken Co. Union (Almaty) 
40. Pavlodarpromstroy Co. Union (engineers, Pavlodar province) 
41. Pavlodartractor Co. Union (metal workers, Pavlodar province) 
42. Pavlodarzhilstroy Co. Union (transport workers, Pavlodar province) 
43. "Poliv" Farmers Union (Almaty) 
44. Rassvet Fashion Co. Union (Pavlodar province) 
45. Students Union of Education College (Mangistau province) 
46. Teachers Union of High School No. 41 (Zhambyl province) 
47. Temirtau Transport Service Union (Karaganda province) 
48. Teplosnabzhenye-kanalizatsiya Co. Union (municipal services, Mangistau province) 
49. Teri Co. Union (West Kazakhstan province) 
50. Uzen City Transport Workers Union (Mangistau province) 
51. Zhilkhoz Co. Municipal Services Union (Pavlodar province) 
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Main informants: Mr Leonid SOLOMIN (Chairman), Mr Yevgeni ZHOVTEV (Deputy 
Chairman), Mr Sergei SKOROKHODOV (Information Officer) 

 
Comments:  The actual membership of ITUCK's affiliated unions is unclear.  Mr Solomin 

told the writer of this report on May 24th, 1995 that they had 450,000 members.  
The previous week he told an ILO representative they had 350,000. The AFL-
CIO's journal Forum recently quoted figures of both 200,000 and 250,000, while 
the figure of 500,000 was quoted by the U.S. State Department in February 
1995. 

 
 
 
 Civil and Public Service Workers Union 
 
Affiliation:  TUFK 
 
Address:  37 ul. Zheltoksan, 480003 Almaty, Kazakstan 
 
Date of foundation: 1925 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Raya AKHMETOVA 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: Work: (7-3272) 392148 Home: (7-3272) 335839 
 
Eligible members: Workers in: 

• legal services, including courts, lawyers and judges 
• police (militsiya) and internal security, up to a certain rank 
• ministries and government offices 
• state-owned and some private banks 

 
Membership claimed: 325,000 
 
% of those eligible: 78 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  Undisclosed 
 
Members' average pay: Examples: 

• State Statistics Committee: 1,500-2,000 Tenge (US$24-32) per month 
• banks: 5,000-6,000 Tenge (US$80-95) per month 

 
Number of paid staff: About 100, of which 7-8 at headquarters and 4-5 at each provincial office 
Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 

years.  The next was to be in November 1995.  Delegates are elected by 
employment category proportionately to the number of members.  Between 
Congresses major decisions are taken by the Central Committee, which used to 
meet once a quarter, now half-yearly and soon probably annually.  Decisions 
between Central Committee meetings are taken by the Presidium, elected at the 
Congress for five years.  Its 11 members include the Chairwoman, 
representatives of civil service members (from the Ministry of Finance) and 
banking members, and one representative each of district committees, branch 
committees and provincial committees. 
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International links: Affiliated to the International Federation of Civil Service Unions linked to VKP; 
Ms Akhmetova is on its Executive Committee. 

 
Main informant:  Ms Raya AKHMETOVA, Chairwoman 
 
Comments:  None 
 
 
 
 Health Workers Union 
 
Affiliation:  TUFK 
 
Address:  37 ul. Zheltoksan, 480003 Almaty, Kazakstan 
 
Date of foundation: 1934 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Mereke BUTINA 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3272) 324271, 372720 
 
Eligible members: All individuals employed in the health service, in whatever capacity, as well as 

student and trainee doctors and nurses. 
 
Membership claimed: 399,000, including 359,000 working members 
 
% of those eligible: 78 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  Undisclosed 
 
Members' average pay: Doctors: 2,800 Tenge (US$44) per month 
   Nurses:  1,700-2,000 Tenge (US$27-32) per month 
 
Number of paid staff: Five at headquarters, 50-60 at provincial offices 
 
Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 

years.  Between Congresses major decisions are taken at quarterly meetings of 
the Central Committee.  Decisions between Central Committee meetings are 
taken by the Presidium, elected at Congress for five years and meeting every two 
months.  Its 43 members include the Chairwoman and Deputy Chairwoman, the 
Chairperson of each provincial committee and 22 elected members. 

 
International links: Affiliated to the health service federation linked to VKP; Ms Butina is Deputy 

Chairwoman of it. 
 
Main informant:  Ms Lyudmila DIORDIYEVA, Deputy Chairwoman 
 
Comments:  The Congress due in September 1995 was to consider amendments to the 1990 

constitution.  In late May consultations with provincial committees about the 
character of amendments had already taken place.  One possible change 
appeared to be the abolition or reduced frequency of Central Committee 
meetings, which the union found increasingly difficult to finance. 
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 Union of Workers in Local Industry, Municipal and Household Service 
 Enterprises 
 
Affiliation:  TUFK 
 
Address:  37 ul. Zheltoksan, 480003 Almaty, Kazakstan 
 
Date of foundation: 1920 
 
Chairman:  Mr Victor KAVALEROV (first elected August 1990) 
 
Eligible members: Workers in: 

• local industry, e.g. ceramics, plastics, glassworks 
• municipal infrastructure, e.g. water supply, drainage, refuse, and factories 

supplying equipment for these 
• household services, e.g. laundries, light equipment factories 
• blind society 
• deaf society 
• fire prevention service 
• gas industry (12,000 members, likely soon to transfer to union for Gas 

Ministry employees, founded in 1993) 
 
Membership claimed: 350,000 
 
% of those eligible: Nearly 100 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  1,500 
 
Members' average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Number of paid staff: About 90: four at headquarters (previously 11), two on average at provincial 

committees and about 50 full-time branch officials. 
 
Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, called at least once every five 

years.  The next was due in December 1995.  But since an extraordinary 
Congress met in May 1993 to adopt a new constitution and programme, there 
will be no report back on activities to the 1995 Congress, which might even be 
cancelled (perhaps in favour of a freshly elected Congress in March 1996). 

 Between Congresses major decisions are taken at twice-yearly meetings of the 
Central Committee.  Its 23 members include the Chairman (who has no Deputy), 
Chairpersons of the 18 provincial committees (Mangistau province has none due 
to insufficient membership) and two representatives of employers. There is no 
representative body at national level below the Central Committee: the 
Presidium was abolished due to travel difficulties. 

 
International links: Affiliated to the International Local Industry and Municipal Services 

Association, linked to VKP. 
 
Main informant:  Mr Victor KAVALEROV, Chairman 
 
Comments:  The total membership and the percentage of those eligible to join are not clear. 

Mr Kavalerov said 100,000 members were lost with the privatisation of 
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household services such as hairdressing and shoemending.  This, coupled with 
the claim that nearly 100 per cent of those eligible are in the union, seems to 
imply that those categories were removed from eligibility.  But that is at odds 
with Mr Kavalerov's claim that some employees in them remained in the union. 
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Kyrgyzstan 
 
Area:   198,000 sq. km. 
Capital:   Bishkek (former name: Frunze) 
Frontiers with:  China, Kazakstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan 
Coastline:  None 
Population:  4.4 million (according to 1989 census) 
Name of President: Askar AKAYEV 
 
 
 
 Trade Union Federation of Kyrgyzstan (TUFK) 
 
Address:  207 Chui Prospekti, 720032 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3312) 223423 
 
Date of foundation: April 1925 (first congress) 
 
Chairman:  Emilbek ABAKIROV (retired in October 1995) 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: Work: (7-3312) 222823 Home: (7-3312) 228351, 440748 
 
No. of branch unions: 20 (plus 17 local committees unaffiliated to any union) 
 
Membership claimed: 1,217,459 
 
% of workforce:  About 68 per cent 
 
National average pay: Undisclosed.  Minimum wage is 68 Som per month (= US$6.70) 
 
Union membership fees: One per cent of any member's pay 
 
Number of paid staff: Undisclosed 
 
Structure of TUFK: The Federation has 40 subdivisions: five provincial committees, 20 branch 

unions and 15 local committees unaffiliated to national unions. 

 The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in October 1995, with 260 delegates.  Between 
Congresses major decisions are taken by the Council, meeting once or twice a 
year (the number of meetings has been reduced for financial reasons).  Of 128 
members elected in 1990, 110 remain.  Decisions between Council plenums are 
taken by the Presidium, meeting monthly with 17 members on annual rotation.  
Its current members are: the Chairman and three Deputy Chairmen of the 
Federation, nine branch union chairpersons, two provincial committee 
chairpersons, one branch chairperson and the Chairman of Kyrgyzstan's Council 
of Tourism (a former Deputy Chairman of the Federation).  An Executive 
Committee composed of the Chairman and the three Deputy Chairpersons 
decides urgent questions and takes minor internal decisions. 

  There appear to be no government or employer representatives on ruling bodies 
of the Federation.  Some branch unions admit to such representation. 
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ILO Conventions ratified by Kyrgyzstan: 

 Kyrgyzstan joined the ILO on March 31st, 1992.  This is also the formal date of 
registration of its ratification as an independent state of all 42 ILO Conventions 
which the USSR had ratified.  Their numbers (with the date of each Convention) 
are: 11 (1921), 14 (1921), 16 (1921), 23 (1926), 27 (1929), 29 (1930), 32 (1932), 
45 (1935), 47 (1935), 52 (1936), 69 (1946), 73 (1946), 77 (1946), 78 (1946), 79 
(1946), 87 (1948), 90 (1948), 92 (1949), 95 (1949), 98 (1949), 100 (1951), 103 
(1952), 106 (1957), 108 (1958), 111 (1958), 113 (1959), 115 (1960), 116 (1961), 
119 (1963), 120 (1964), 122 (1964), 124 (1965), 126 (1966), 133 (1970), 134 
(1970), 138 (1973), 142 (1975), 147 (1976), 148 (1977), 149 (1977), 159 (1983), 
160 (1985). 

International links: Member of VKP (the Moscow-based General Trade Union Confederation) and 
the Coordinating Council of Eurasian States' Trade Union Centres.  Attended the 
November 1994 WFTU Congress in Damascus as an observer.  Claims links 
with union movements in China, Denmark, France (CGT), Iran, Italy, Turkey, 
the USA and Vietnam. 

   TUFK has applied for affiliation to the ICFTU. 

List of branch unions affiliated: 

 1. Aviation Workers Union (5,765 members) 
 2. Civil Service Workers Union of Kyrgyzstan (69,541 members) 
 3. Coal Industry Workers Union (10,535 members) 
 4. Communication Workers Union of Kyrgyzstan (12,395 members) 
 5. Construction and Construction Materials Industry Workers Union (18,317 members) 
 6. Council of Trade Union Committees in Automobile and Agricultural Machinery Enterprises 

(8,972 members) 
 7. Council of Trade Union Committees in Machine and Machine Tools Making Enterprises (4,870 

members) 
 8. Cultural Workers Union (19,177 members) 
 9. Food and Food-processing Industry Workers Union (25,131 members) 
10. Forestry Workers Union (16,300 members) 
11. Geology, Geodesy and Cartography Workers Union (4,580 members) 
12. Health Workers Union (103,084 members) 
13. Mining and Metals Industry Workers Union (23,271 members) 
14. Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union (35,100 members) 
15. Power Station and Electrical Engineering Industry Workers Union (28,905 members) 
16. Public Education and Scientific Workers Union (168,286 members) 
17. Retailing and Consumer Cooperative Workers Union (47,393 members) 
18. Textile and Light Industry Workers Union (43,478 members) 
19. Union of Agro-industrial Complex Workers (481,198 members) 
20. Union of Workers in Industry, Communal and Household Services and Enterprise (58,343 

members) 
 
Main informant:  Mr Abakirov, former Chairman 

Comments:  The total membership figure above was reached by adding up the figures quoted 
by TUFK for each member union or other organisation.  The round total quoted 
by Mr Abakirov was 1.3 million, not 1.2 million as appears here.  The figures 
for each union differ in some cases from those provided by the union 
leaderships; TUFK's figures for both the Health Service and Geology Workers 
unions appear to be greater than total current employment in those sectors.  It 
may be that the TUFK figures refer to an earlier date and do not take into 
account recent declines in employment.  If so, it may be that actual TUFK 
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membership has fallen below 1.2 million, or below 67 per cent of the total 
workforce of 1.8 million (as cited by Mr Abakirov). 

 

 Civil Service Workers Union of Kyrgyzstan 

Address:  207 Chui Prospekti, 720032 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
 
Date of foundation: February 1925 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Apal OMUROVA (first elected in August 1988) 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3312) 223293 and 264684 

Eligible members: Workers in ministries, other state institutions such as the President's office and 
the law courts, and banks.  

Membership claimed: 69,541 
 
% of those eligible: 98 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  1,560 
 
Members' average pay: About 300-400 Som (US$30-39) per month 

Number of paid staff: Eight at headquarters 
 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be on September 28th, 1995.  Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Republic Committee (RC), meeting once a year.  Of 
61 members elected in 1990, 47 remain. Decisions between RC plenums are 
taken by the Presidium, meeting quarterly with nine members (of whom one has 
retired since election in 1990).  Its current members are: the Chairwoman, 
Deputy Chairman and head of the organisation department of the Union; one 
provincial committee chairperson, one district committee chairperson and one 
ordinary member; one chairperson of a provincial organisation of the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs (MVD) and one employers' representative (an enterprise director 
who was formerly a deputy minister). 

   The union has the following subdivisions: 

• three provincial committees 
• district committees 
• branch committee chairpersons' councils 
• four organisation-based units, at: 

• Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD, with 17 branches) 
• Labour Camps Administration within the MVD (21 branches) 
• Ministry of Industry and Trade 
• Industrial Construction Bank (Promstroibank, with 27 branches) 

International links: Member of the Moscow-based International Federation of Civil Service Unions, 
linked to VKP. 

Main informant:  Ms Omurova, Chairwoman 

Comments:  The union (the fourth largest official union in Kyrgyzstan) has reached collective 
agreements with three ministries and 67 other organisations. 
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 Geology, Geodesy and Cartography Workers Union 

Address:  2 Erkindik Prospekti, 720001 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
 
Date of foundation: 1946 
 
Chairman:  Mr Kachkym NUSKAYEV (first elected in 1988) 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: Work: (7-3312) 221630 Home: (7-3312) 255981 

Eligible members: Those working in geology, geodesy and cartography and those studying or 
lecturing at the professional training college for these specialities.  

Membership claimed: 4,580 
 
% of those eligible: 100 per cent 

No. of branches:  20 

Members' average pay: Geology and geodesy specialists, 470 Som (US$46) per month; training college 
lecturers, 270 Som (US$27) per month (as of May 1st, 1995). 

Number of paid staff: Four at headquarters, and two full-time branch chairpersons 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Report and Election Conference (REC - 
Otchotno-Vybornoye Sobranye) held at least once every three years.  The last 
was in March 1994.  Between RECs major decisions are taken by the Republic 
Committee (RC).  Decisions between RC plenums are taken by the Presidium, 
with five members: the Chairman, Deputy Chairman, two branch chairpersons, 
and the First Deputy Chairman of the State Committee for Geology.  I was told 
the Presidium "used to" meet monthly; it is not clear how often it or the RC 
meets now. 

International links: Member of the Moscow-based International Confederation of Geology, Geodesy 
and Cartography Unions, linked to VKP. 

Main informants: Mr Nuskayev, Chairman and Mr Esen Jumakmatov, Deputy Chairman 

Comments:  The Union's headquarters, unlike most other official unions which are 
accommodated at TUFK's own building, is housed in the office block of the 
State Geology Committee, which directly employs 3,500 of the Union's 
members. 

 There has been a serious decline in budgetary outlays on geology, and I was told 
that by the second half of June only 30 per cent of the Geology Committee's 
1995 budget had been received.  Salary payments are said to be delayed for two 
to four months. 

 

 Health Workers Union 

Address:  207 Chui Prospekti, 720032 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
 
Date of foundation: 1934 
 
Chairman:  Mr Sartbai SASPEKOV (first elected in December 1976; elected Chairman of 

TUFU at its October 1995 Congress) 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3312) 264573, 222684 
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Eligible members: Employees at all levels of the national health service of Kyrgyzstan, including 
students and trainees. 

Membership claimed: 92,700 (according to the Union); 103,084 (according to TUFK) 
 
% of those eligible: 99.9 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  746, including 10 medical colleges 
 
Members' average pay: Doctors: 217 Som (US$21) per month 

Number of paid staff: 42, including full-time branch chairpersons; nine work at headquarters. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in September 1995. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Central Committee (CC), meeting twice a year with 
76 members. Decisions between CC plenums are taken by the Presidium, 
meeting every two months with five members.  Its current members are: the 
Chairman, two provincial committee chairpersons, the chief doctor of the 
epidemiological service and the head of Bishkek's health service administration. 
When elected in 1990 there were additionally four other members: Deputy 
Chairperson of the Union (the post has since been abolished); Deputy Minister 
of Health (who died; the present Deputy Minister is invited to meetings ad hoc); 
the Chairperson of the Council of Health Resorts; and the head of the main 
pharmaceutical organisation, who moved to another job. 

International links: Member of the Moscow-based Confederation of Health Service Unions, linked 
to VKP.  Mr Saspekov is on its Executive Committee. 

Main informant:  Mr Saspekov, Chairman 

Comments:  The membership figures given to me by the Union and the Federation differed. 
No date was stated for either figure.  Either way, this is the third largest union in 
the Federation. 

 

 Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union 

Address:  56 Prospekt Mira, 720001 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
 
Date of foundation: 1925 (as joint communications union); became a separate union in 1963 
 
Deputy Chairwoman: Ms Nella AKHMYAKOVA (tel. no.: (7-3312) 445494) 

Eligible members: Workers in road haulage, urban transport, road building and maintenance, 
commercial vehicle and bus maintenance, and staff of the Ministry of Transport. 

Membership claimed: 45,000 (according to Union); 35,100 (according to TUFK). Down from 60,000 
in 1990 

% of those eligible: 98 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  277 
 
Members' average pay: 250 Som (US$25) per month across the whole sector. 

• Road builders: 330 Som (US$32.50). 
• Road maintenance workers: 200 Som (US$20). 
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Number of paid staff: Between 20 and 25 in total; eight work at headquarters, two or three at each of 
the three provincial committees, and there are seven full-time branch 
chairpersons (down from 43 in 1990). 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  Between Congresses major decisions are taken by the Central Committee 
(CC).  Its 60 members are supposed to convene two or three times a year but 
only met once in the 12 months to June 1995 due to financial difficulties. 
Decisions between CC plenums are taken by the Presidium, meeting every two 
months with 12 members.  Its current members are: the Chairperson, Deputy 
Chairwoman, one staff member and nine elected members (including one 
provincial committee chairperson, one provincial committee deputy chairperson, 
one branch chairperson, the Deputy Minister of Transport, the Chairperson of 
Bishkek City Transport and the director of the vehicle maintenance depot). 

International links: Member of the Moscow-based Interstate Motor Transport Association, linked to 
VKP. 

Main informant:  Ms Akhmyakova, Deputy Chairwoman 

Comments:  The Union's headquarters, unlike most other official unions which are 
accommodated at TUFK's own building, is housed in the Ministry of Transport. 

     
 Union of Workers in Industry, Communal & Household Services and Enterprise 

Address:  207 Chui Prospekti, 720032 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 

Date of foundation: February 1920 (for water supply, public baths and funeral service workers 
initially) 

Chairwoman:  Ms Zulaikha ISKHAKOVA (first elected in 1990) 

Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3312) 263064 

Eligible members: Workers in: 
• local industries such as kitchen and office furniture, fur products, textiles and 

clothing (9,000 members); 
• communal services such as water supply, drainage, district heating, street 

cleaning, funerals, bath houses (20,000 members; these services are run by 
Kyrgyzzhilkomunsoyuz, a former ministry turned joint-stock company); 

• household services such as hairdressers, dressmakers, shoemenders (8,000 
members); 

• blind and deaf workers in special workshops of the Society of the Blind and 
the Deaf (6,000 members); 

• fire prevention officers in the Voluntary Fire Society (2,000 members). 

Membership claimed: About 45,000 (according to the Union); 58,343 (according to TUFK) 

% of those eligible: 80 per cent 

No. of branches:  Undisclosed 

Members' average pay: Local industry and communal services: about 300 Som (US$30) per month; 
   Blind and deaf: about 200 Som (US$20) per month; 
   Household services: undisclosed. 

Number of paid staff: Six at headquarters. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The latest was on June 17th, 1995. Between Congresses major decisions 
are taken by the Republic Committee (RC), meeting at least once every five 
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months with 30 members.  Decisions between RC plenums are taken by the 
Presidium, which meets once a quarter.  Its seven current members are: the 
Chairwoman, Deputy Chairman, three employers' representatives (for local 
industry, communal services and the Blind and Deaf Society) and the provincial 
committee chairpersons of Osh and Jalal-Abad provinces. 

International links: Affiliated to the International Local Industry and Municipal Services 
Association, linked to VKP. 

Main informant:  Mr Venyamin SURLEVICH, Deputy Chairman (tel. no.: work (7-3312) 264280, 
home (7-3312) 290250). 

Comments:  The Union has signed annual collective agreements with the Ministry of 
Industry, Kyrgyzzhilkomunsoyuz and the Society of the Blind and the Deaf. 
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Tajikistan 
 
 
Area:   143,000 sq. km. 
Capital:   Dushanbe 
Frontiers with:  Afghanistan, China, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan 
Coastline:  None 
Population:  5.2 million (according to 1989 census) 
Name of President: Emomali RAKHMONOV 
 
 
 
 Trade Union Federation of Tajikistan (TUFT) 
 
Address:  Dom Profsoyuzov, Khieboni Rudaki 20, 734012 Dushanbe, Tajikistan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3772) 231794 
 
Date of foundation: 1925 
 
Chairman:  Mr Muradali SALIKHOV 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3772) 223543, 233516 
 
No. of branch unions: 17 
 
Membership claimed: 1.5 million 
 
% of workforce:  Roughly 90 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  Over 8,000 
 
National average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Union membership fees: One per cent of any member's pay 

Number of paid staff: Ten people work at headquarters on strictly trade union matters for the 
Federation and 15 on social welfare questions. 

Structure of TUFT: The Federation has 20 subdivisions: three provincial committees and 17 branch 
unions.  There are also a certain number of local committees unaffiliated to 
national unions, but Mr Salikhov was unwilling to go into details beyond saying 
that they were mainly in previously all-USSR industries, which in Soviet times 
were directly answerable to Moscow. 

  The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next is expected in April or May 1996.  There were 500 delegates at 
the last Congress in 1991 but may be less this time for financial reasons.  
Between Congresses major decisions are taken by the Council, meeting at least 
twice a year.  Decisions between Council plenums are taken by the Presidium, 
meeting according to need and at least once a quarter. Its 24 current members 
are: the Chairman and both Deputy Chairmen of the Federation, all 17 branch 
union chairpersons and three provincial committee chairpersons, and a 
representative of the non-affiliated Union of Non-State Enterprises. 
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ILO Conventions ratified by Tajikistan: 

 Tajikistan joined the ILO on November 26th, 1993.  This is also the formal date 
of registration of its ratification as an independent state of all 42 ILO 
Conventions which the USSR had ratified.  Their numbers (with the date of each 
Convention) are: 11 (1921), 14 (1921), 16 (1921), 23 (1926), 27 (1929), 29 
(1930), 32 (1932), 45 (1935), 47 (1935), 52 (1936), 69 (1946), 73 (1946), 77 
(1946), 78 (1946), 79 (1946), 87 (1948), 90 (1948), 92 (1949), 95 (1949), 98 
(1949), 100 (1951), 103 (1952), 106 (1957), 108 (1958), 111 (1958), 113 (1959), 
115 (1960), 116 (1961), 119 (1963), 120 (1964), 122 (1964), 124 (1965), 126 
(1966), 133 (1970), 134 (1970), 138 (1973), 142 (1975), 147 (1976), 148 (1977), 
149 (1977), 159 (1983), 160 (1985).  The government is now considering which 
Conventions to ratify among those drawn up since the collapse of the USSR. 

International links: Affiliated to VKP (of which Mr Salikhov is on the Executive Committee) 

List of branch unions affiliated: 

 1. Civil Service Workers Union 
 2. Communication Workers Union 
 3. Construction and Construction Material Industry Workers Union 
 4. Cultural Workers Union 
 5. Federation of Aviation Workers Unions 
 6. Forestry Workers Union 
 7. Health Workers Union 
 8. Mining and Metals Industry Workers Union 
 9. Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union 
10. Power Station and Electrical Engineering Industry Workers Union 
11. Public Education and Scientific Workers Union 
12. Retailing, Public Catering and Consumer Cooperative Workers Union 
13. Textile and Light Industry Workers Union 
14. Union of Agro-industrial Complex Workers of Tajikistan 
15. Union of Workers in Chemical and Related Enterprises 
16. Union of Workers in Local Industry, Municipal Housing and Household Service Enterprises 
17. Union of Workers in Non-state Enterprises 

Main informant:  Mr Salikhov, Chairman 

Comments:  The total membership and the proportion of the workforce it represents was not 
clear.  Mr Salikhov told me TUFK affiliates have 1.5 million members out of a 
total workforce he put at between 1.6 million and 1.7 million; this means 
between 88 and 94 per cent of the workforce. However, he also said their 
members amounted to 95 to 97 per cent of the workforce.  (At the 1991 
Congress, before the civil war, they were 98 per cent of the workforce.)  It is 
hard to make the apparent actual figure around 91 per cent tally with the figures 
of 98 per cent or more claimed by individual unions.  

 

 Civil Service Workers Union 

Address:  Khieboni Rudaki 48, 734025 Dushanbe, Tajikistan 
 
Date of foundation: 1924 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Zaragul MURADOVA (first elected in 1986) 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3772) 210857 
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Eligible for members: Workers at all levels in ministries (except soldiers and militsiya), state 
committees, local administration, law courts, prosecutor's offices, KGB, mass 
organisations, as well as commercial enterprises such as banks, joint-stock 
companies, small businesses and financial exchanges. 

Membership claimed: 62,622 on January 1st, 1995 

% of those eligible: Between 98 and 99 per cent 

Members' average pay: Undisclosed.  Minimum wage (excluding children's allowances and other 
benefits) is 144 Tajikistan Roubles (US$2.77) per month.  Maximum salary is 
around TR 10,000 ($192) per month. 

Number of paid staff: Undisclosed 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in September 1995. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Central Committee (CC), meeting twice a year.  Its 62 
members represent the subdivisions of the Union in proportion to their 
membership.  Decisions between CC plenums are taken by the Presidium, 
meeting at least once a month with eight members: the Chairwoman, the three 
provincial committee chairpersons, and representatives of five leading 
workplaces, the latter being elected by the Congress.  Four of the present five 
are: one Supreme Court judge, the Deputy Minister of Finance, the Deputy 
Chairperson of the State Statistics Committee and the First Deputy Chairperson 
of Agroprombank (part of the National Bank). 

International links: Member of the Moscow-based International Federation of Civil Service Unions, 
linked to VKP.  Ms Muradova is on its Presidium. 

Main informants: Ms Rano ALIMKULOVA, head of finance department, Mr Zhumabek 
SAIDOV, instructor of organisation department and Mr Abdurasul 
KHUSHBEKOV, office manager. 

Comments:  Of the total membership, 95 per cent works in state organisations and five per 
cent in commercial bodies. 

 A new Constitution for the Union was to be proposed at the September 1995 
Congress.  The most important recent change hitherto was said to be its formal 
independence from the Federation. Formerly the Union reported to TUFT, but 
now their relations are by mutual agreement. 

 

 Health Workers Union 

Address:  Dom Profsoyuzov, Khieboni Rudaki 20, 734012 Dushanbe, Tajikistan 
 
Date of foundation: 1934 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Zukhra MIRZOYEVA 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: Work: (7-3772) 232209, 277711, 277479, 223710 
   Home: (7-3772) 241810 
 
Eligible members: All workers employed in health care. 
    
Membership claimed: 125,000, including 11,000 students in institutes of health and 2,000 working 

pensioners. 
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% of those eligible: 99 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  About 200 
 
Members' average pay: TR 1,600-1,700 (US$31.00-32.50) per month 

Number of paid staff: 10 on union business and six on social security matters at headquarters, and a 
further 60 elsewhere, including full-time branch officers. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in September 1995.  Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Central Committee (CC), meeting twice a year.  Its 90 
members represent the subdivisions of the Union in proportion to their 
membership. Decisions between CC plenums are taken by the Presidium, in 
which 18 of the 26 members elected at the 1990 Congress remain. They include 
the Chairwoman, Deputy Chairperson and an elected representative of the 
Ministry of Health (currently the First Deputy Minister). 

International links: Affiliated to International Confederation of Health Workers Unions, linked to 
VKP (Ms Mirzoyeva is Deputy Chairwoman). 

Main informant:  Ms Mirzoyeva, Chairwoman 

Comments:  The Union was previously known as the Medical Workers Union but was 
renamed five years ago to permit inclusion of hospital ancillary workers, 
ambulance drivers etc. 

 Ms Mirzoyeva was appointed Deputy Minister of Health in February 1995 but 
was staying on as Union Chairwoman until the Congress in September. 

 

 Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union 

Address:  Dom Profsoyuzov, Khieboni Rudaki 20, 734012 Dushanbe, Tajikistan 

Date of foundation: 1934 

Chairman:  Mr Khamrakul KHAIDAROV (first elected in 1986) 

Chairman's tel. no.: Undisclosed 

Eligible members: Workers at all levels in public road transport, road haulage, highway 
construction and maintenance 

Membership claimed: 34,930, of which 26,968 in transport and haulage, 6,138 in construction and 
maintenance, and 2,000 others.  At the beginning of 1991 there were 49,000 
working in this sector. 

% of those eligible: Between 96 and 97 per cent 

No. of branches:  167 

Members' average pay: Bus drivers in Dushanbe: TR 1,500 (US$29) per month 
   Mechanics in Dushanbe: TR 1,400 ($27) per month 

Number of paid staff: Four remain of the 12 previously working at headquarters. There has been no 
deputy chairperson since 1992.  There are 28 full-time branch officers. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in the first half of 1996. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Republic Committee (RC), meeting at least once a 
year.  It has 49 members, elected on the ratio of one to every 1,000 Union 
members in a subdivision (as of the last Congress in 1991). Decisions between 
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RC plenums are taken by the Presidium, meeting at least once a quarter. It has 
the following 11 members: the Chairman, nine branch representatives from all 
parts of Tajikistan, and the First Deputy Minister of Motor Transport. 

International links: Affiliated to Interstate Motor Transport Association, linked to VKP 

Main informants: Mr Khaidarov, Chairman, and Mr Amon YUSUPOV, Branch Chairman at 
Dushanbe City Transport Enterprise. 

Comments:  None 
 

 Union of Workers in Local Industry, Municipal Housing and Household 
 Service Enterprises 

Address:  Dom Profsoyuzov, Khieboni Rudaki 20, 734012 Dushanbe, Tajikistan 
 
Date of foundation: 1924 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Sarvar YUSUPOVA (first elected in 1976) 
 
Eligible members: Workers at all levels in: 

• local industries (20,416 members) 
• communal (local government) services (about 30,000 members) 
• household services (30,290 members) 
• workshops of the Society for the Deaf (1,562 members) 
• workshops of the Society for the Blind (2,027 members) 
• fire prevention service (about 1,000 members) 

    
Membership claimed: 85,289 
 
% of those eligible: Undisclosed 
 
No. of branches:  About 500 
 
Members' average pay: TR 810 (US$15.60) per month 

Number of paid staff: Five in Dushanbe (reduced from 10 for financial reasons) and 10 in provincial 
offices. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The most recent was on March 15th, 1991. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Central Committee (CC), meeting twice a year.  It has 
52 members and 17 candidate members, to substitute for any who leave before 
the next Congress.  The full members are the Chairwoman, Deputy Chairman 
and 50 representatives of the Union's subdivisions in proportion to their 
membership.  Decisions between CC plenums are taken by the Presidium, which 
has to meet at least once a quarter and sometimes meets two or three times a 
quarter - for example if there are financial questions to decide.  Its 11 members 
are: the Chairwoman, Deputy Chairman, the three provincial chairpersons, two 
branch chairpersons, two rank-and-file members and two senior managers of 
leading employers (in construction and household services). 

International links: Affiliated to the International Local Industry and Municipal Services 
Association, linked to VKP 

Main informant:  Mr Dezhurma KURBANOV, Deputy Chairman 



 73 

Comments:  Housing and local services are now responsible only to local authorities and 
there are no ministries any longer in this sector.  Mr Kurbanov said the 
employers' representatives on the Presidium are valued because they can give 
specialist advice. 

 He said it was difficult to keep in touch with the VKP branch association for 
financial reasons although they do receive its advice brochures and other 
documents. 

 The Union was planning to move into the TUFT headquarters building in about 
September 1995. 
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Turkmenistan 
 
 
Area:   488,000 sq. km. 
Capital:   Ashgabat (formerly spelt Ashkhabad) 
Frontiers with:  Afghanistan, Iran, Kazakstan, Uzbekistan 
Coastline:  Caspian Sea 
Population:  3.6 million (according to 1989 census); now estimated at 4.2 million 
Name of President: Saparmurad NIYAZOV (“Turkmenbashy”, or Chief Turkmen) 
 
 
 
 Trade Union Federation of Turkmenistan (TUFT) 
 
Address:  Saparmurada Turkmenbashy Shayoly 13, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3632) 252130 
 
Date of foundation: 1925 
 
Chairman:  Mr Khoshgeldi OVEZOV (first elected March 3rd, 1995) 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3632) 254868 (secretary) 
 
No. of branch unions: 20 
 
Membership claimed: 1,464,000 
 
% of workforce:  98.7 per cent 
 
National average pay: Undisclosed.  The minimum wage is 7,500 Manat (US$22.50) per month but in 

dollar terms it had fallen much lower by the end of 1995 (see Comments below). 
 
Union membership fees: One per cent of any member's pay 
 
Number of paid staff: 27 at headquarters 

Structure of TUFT: The Federation has 25 subdivisions: five provincial committees and 20 branch 
unions.  In effect, the Federation sees itself as a single organisation of which the 
member unions are merely sectoral divisions, structurally equal with the 
territorial organisations. 

  The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The last one was on April 28th, 1995. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the twice-yearly 49-member Council.  Decisions between 
Council plenums are taken by the Presidium, meeting monthly.  Its 13 current 
members are: the Chairman and both Deputy Chairpersons, a representative of 
each provincial committee and five representatives of branch unions. 

  There appear to be no government or employer representatives on ruling bodies 
of the Federation, but some branch unions admit to such representation. 

 
ILO Conventions ratified by Turkmenistan: 

  Turkmenistan joined the ILO on October 23rd, 1994.  So far it has ratified no 
Conventions and it intends to examine them and ratify them one by one. 
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International links: Affiliated to Coordinating Council of Eurasian States' Trade Union Centres. 
Decided not to affiliate to VKP when it was established. 

List of branch unions affiliated: Not available 

Main informant:  Ms Tamara IVASHCHENKO, Deputy Chairwoman 

Comments:  All wage levels shown under individual unions below were advised in June 
1995, before the minimum wage was raised from 3,000 Manat per month.  They 
are converted at the exchange rate of $1 = 200 Manat, of which I was advised at 
that time.  By January 1996, $1 was officially worth more than 2,000 Manat. 

 

 Civil Service Workers Union 

Address:  Saparmurada Turkmenbashy Shayoly 13, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan 
 
Date of foundation: 1925 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Bostan SHIRLIYEVA 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3632) 254888 
 
Deputy Chairwoman: Ms Maya MUKHAMEDBERDIYEVA 

Eligible members: Workers at all levels in 18 ministries and in all other government offices, at local 
authorities, in the parliament and in banks. (Defence workers and staff of the 
Minister of Internal Affairs have their own unions.) 

Membership claimed: 41,300  
 
% of those eligible: 97.5 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  1,273 
 
Members' average pay: About 5,000 Manat (US$25) per month 
 
Number of paid staff: 10 (six in Ashgabat and one in each other province) 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in September 1995. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Council, meeting at least twice a year.  When elected 
in 1990 it had about 50 members but the number would probably be reduced at 
the forthcoming Congress.  Decisions between Council plenums are taken by the 
Presidium, meeting quarterly with seven members: the Chairwoman, 
representatives of branch committees and of employers (e.g. the Ministry of 
Finance and banks). 

International links: Affiliated to the Moscow-based International Federation of Civil Service 
Unions, linked to VKP. 

Main informant:  Ms Tamara Ivashchenko, Deputy Chairwoman of TUFT 

Comments:  None 
 

 Geology, Geodesy and Cartography Workers Union 

Address:  Ul. 50-letiya Turkmenistana 7/32, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan 
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Date of foundation: Undisclosed 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Lyudmila MASHLYKOVA 
 
Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3632) 252038 
 
Eligible members: All those working in geology, geodesy and cartography. 
 
Membership claimed: 3,081 
 
% of those eligible: 100 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  11 
 
Members' average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Number of paid staff: Two at headquarters 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next will be in September 1995. Between Congresses major 
decisions are taken by the Presidium, meeting every two months with 10 
members.  They are: the Chairwoman, eight branch committee chairpersons and 
one representative of the Ministry of Geology. 

International links: None 

Main informant:  Ms Mashlykova, Chairwoman 

Comments:  Ten branches recently left to join a union associated with the Ministry of Natural 
Gas. 

 

 Health Workers Union 
 
Address:  Saparmurada Turkmenbashy Shayoly 13, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan 
 
Date of foundation: 1934 
 
Chairman:  Mr Bayram ANNAKURBANOV (first elected in 1986) 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3632) 256624, 251521 
 
Eligible members: Workers at all levels of the health service. 
 
Membership claimed: 125,000 
 
% of those eligible: 100 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  625 
 
Members' average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Number of paid staff: Undisclosed 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in September 1995. Between Congresses major 
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decisions are taken by the 95-member Republic Committee (RC), which meets 
twice a year. Decisions between RC plenums are taken by the Presidium, 
meeting once a month with 15 members.  They include the Chairman and 
Deputy Chairpersons, the Deputy Minister of Health and representatives of 
provincial committees. 

International links: Affiliated to International Confederation of Health Workers Unions, linked with 
VKP 

Main informant:  Mr Annakurbanov, Chairman 
 
Comments:  None 
 
 
 Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union 
 
Address:  Zdaniye Ashgabatskogo Passazhirskogo Avtotransporta 34 
   Ul. Kotovskogo 2, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3632) 938-2155 (Ministry of Transport's number) 
 
Date of foundation: Undisclosed 
 
Chairman:  Mr Ata AULLABERDIYEV 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3632) 479520 

Eligible members: Road transport and highway maintenance workers at all levels at the Ministry of 
Transport and Turkmenavtoyollari enterprise. 

Membership claimed: 27,000 (two-thirds in motor transport and one-third in highway maintenance) 

% of those eligible: 100 per cent 
 
No. of branches:  132 
 
Members' average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Number of paid staff: Six at headquarters, none elsewhere 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held every four to five years. 
The next was to be in August 1995.  Between Congresses major decisions are 
taken by the Republic Committee (RC), which meets every three to six months. 
Decisions between RC plenums are taken by the Presidium, meeting nearly 
every month with 11 members.  They include the Chairman and representatives 
of the branches.  The Minister of Motor Transport is invited but does not attend. 

International links: Affiliated to: 
• Interstate Motor Transport Association, linked to VKP 
• Eurasian Federation of Metal Industry Workers Unions (based in Istanbul 

with affiliates from Turkey, Central Asia, Pakistan and India) 

Main informant:  Mr Yuri KULJAYEV, Deputy Chairman (tel. no. 7-3632-473943) 

Comments:  None 
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 Union of Workers in Local Industry, Communal and 
 Household Service Enterprises 
 
Address:  Saparmurada Turkmenbashy Shayoly 13, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3632) 252130 
 
Date of foundation: 1968 
 
Chairman:  Mr Kakadurbi KHANDURBYYEV 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3632) 251772 
 
Eligible members: Workers in: 

• small-scale local industries, often of a craft nature; 
• communal and domestic industries, a category which covers mainly personal 

and household services such as dry cleaning, hairdressing, laundries, 
dressmakers and shoemenders; 

• fire protection officers; 
• blind workers (10,000 in total); 
• deaf workers (3,000 in total). 

 
Membership claimed: 52,800 (on January 1st, 1995) 
 
% of those eligible: Undisclosed 
 
No. of branches:  430 

Members' average pay: Undisclosed 

Number of paid staff: Five in Ashgabat and three in provincial offices.  There is also an undisclosed 
number of paid, full-time branch chairpersons. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The next was to be in August 1995. Between Congresses major decisions 
are taken by the Republic Committee (RC), meeting twice a year.  Of 72 
members elected in 1990, only 25 remain.  Decisions between RC plenums are 
taken by the Presidium, meeting at least once every quarter with nine members.  
Its members include the Chairman, branch committee chairpersons and 
employers' representatives. 

International links: None 
 
Main informants: Mr Khandurbyyev, Chairman 
 
Comments:  Mr Khandurbyyev expressed a strong desire for contact with PSI and regretted 

that it was not possible on this occasion to meet a PSI representative in 
Ashghabat. 
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Uzbekistan 
 
 
Area:   447,000 sq. km. 
Capital:   Tashkent 
Frontiers with:  Afghanistan, Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan 
Coastline:  Aral Sea 
Population:  20.3 million (according to 1989 census); now estimated at over 22 million 
Name of President: Islam KARIMOV 
 
 
 
 Trade Union Federation of Uzbekistan 
 
Address:  «Pravda Vostoka» kuchasi 24, 700165 Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3712) 564797 
 
Date of foundation: March 1925 
 
Chairman:  Mr Hulkar JAMALOV 
 
Deputy Chairman's tel.: (7-3712) 567078, 567849 
 
No. of branch unions: 19 
 
Membership claimed: 7.0 to 7.5 million 
 
% of workforce:  Variously given as 64 per cent and 96 per cent 
 
No. of paid staff: 36 at headquarters (excluding manual staff) 

National average pay: About 500 Sum (US$17.50) per month.  Minimum wage: 300 Sum ($10.50) per 
month. 

Union membership fees: One per cent of any member's pay 

Structure of TUFU: The Federation has 33 subdivisions: 19 branch unions and 14 territorial 
organisations, which run operations in Uzbekistan's 13 provinces and the 
"autonomous republic" of Karakalpakstan (north-west Uzbekistan).  The 
Federation sees itself as a single organisation of which the member unions are 
merely sectoral divisions, structurally equal with the territorial organisations. 

 The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The latest was March 17th, 1995. Between Congresses major decisions 
are taken by the 74-member Council, meeting twice a year.  Its composition is: 

• two representatives of each of the 33 subordinate organisations; 
• five representatives of the Federation's leadership; 
• the Ministers of Labour and Social Security and the Chairwoman of the State 

Committee for Women (who is a Deputy Prime Minister). 

The main executive body is the 18-member Presidium, meeting at least every 
two months.  Its composition is: 

• five representatives of the 19 member unions; 
• five representatives of the 14 territorial organisations; 
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• five representatives of the Federation's leadership; 
• the Ministers of Labour and of Social Security; 
• the Chairwoman of the State Committee for Women. 

ILO Conventions ratified by Uzbekistan: 

 Uzbekistan joined the ILO on July 13th, 1992.  This is the official date of its 
ratification of ILO Conventions nos. 47 (40-hour Week, 1935), 52 (Holidays and 
Pay, 1936), 103 (Maternity Protection, 1946) and 122 (Employment Policy, 
1964).  The government has informed the ILO that several other Conventions 
will be submitted to the National Assembly for ratification. 

International links: Affiliated to VKP and Coordinating Centre of Trade Union Centres of Central 
Asia.  Attended November 1994 WFTU Congress in Damascus as an observer. 

 In total, TUFU claims to have contacts with 22 other trade union centres, 
including all 11 other members of the Commonwealth of Independent States, 
CGT (France), CGIL (Italy), two Turkish centres, China's confederation, three 
Indian centres and Israel's Histadrut (whose President visited Uzbekistan in July 
1994 while a TUFU delegation was due to go to Israel in May 1995). 

 TUFU is ready to cooperate with all trade union centres which defend workers' 
interests, but wants to establish itself well before it will take active steps in this 
direction. 

List of branch unions affiliated: 

 1. Aviation Workers Union 
 2. Civil and Public Service Workers Union 
 3. Communication Workers Union 
 4. Construction and Construction Material Industry Workers Union 
 5. Cultural Workers Union 
 6. Enterprise Sector Trade Union 
 7. Geology, Coal, Oil and Gas Industry Workers Union 
 8. Health Workers Union 
 9. Light Industry Workers Union 
10. Machinemaking Industry Workers Union 
11. Metals Industry Workers Union 
12. Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union 
13. Public Education and Scientific Workers Union 
14. Retailing, Public Catering and Consumer Cooperative Workers Union 
15. Union of Agro-industrial Complex Workers 
16. Union of Workers in Chemical Sectors of Industry 
17. Union of Workers in the Energy and Electrical Engineering Industry of Uzbekistan 
18. Union of Workers in Local and Furniture Industries, Communal and Household Service 

Enterprises 
19. Workers Association of the Central Asian Railway 
 
Main informant:  Mr Zairjan KADIROV, vice-chairman 

Comments:  After a series of amalgamations, the number of branch union affiliates has been 
reduced to 19 from 25 in the early 1990s. 

 The Federation's paid staff has already been cut back in recent years and is due 
to be further reduced.  On April 18th, 1995 it was decided in principle to 
reorganise the whole staff, with expansion in certain areas and contraction in 
others.  Details were being worked on when I met Mr Kadirov two days later. 
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 Civil and Public Service Workers Union 

Address:  «Pravda Vostoka» kuchasi 24, 700165 Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
 
Fax no.:   (7-3712) 564797 
 
Date of foundation: 1930s 
 
Chairwoman:  Ms Joria ALIMHAJAYEVA 

Chairwoman's tel. no.: (7-3712) 566359 
 
Eligible members: Workers at all levels in: 

• central government legislative and administrative bodies (the Presidency, 
Cabinet of Ministers, National Assembly, 30 ministries and other bodies) 

• local government administration 
• non-military staff in the armed services 
• financial institutions, both publicly and privately owned (including the 

central bank and about 30 private companies with 5,000 Union members) 
• owners of small private businesses (see Comments below) 

 
Membership claimed: About 300,000 
 
% of those eligible: 97 per cent 
 
Members' average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Number of paid staff: Between 100 and 110, including 10-12 at headquarters and six or seven at each 

provincial office. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The last was on January 20th, 1995.  The Chairperson and 60-member 
Central Committee (CC) are elected at Congress, and a plenary meeting of the 
CC elects the Deputy Chairperson and the Presidium.  Between Congresses, 
major decisions are taken by CC plenaries, called once a year. 

 The Presidium meets every quarter to take decisions between plenaries.  Its 13 
current members are: 

• the Chairwoman and Deputy Chairman; 
• Chairpersons of the Union's Tashkent city committee and five provincial 

committees, including Tashkent province and Karakalpakstan; 
• five representatives of central government bodies, including the Deputy 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Chairperson of the state insurance 
committee and Deputy Chairperson of the central bank. 

International links: Affiliated to the Moscow-based International Federation of Civil and Public 
Service Workers, linked to VKP.  Exchange agreement with the Association of 
Bank Officials of India and other bilateral agreements, for example with the 
corresponding union in Moldova.  According to Mr Muhamedjanov, the Union 
is in need of modern office equipment and seeks contacts with related trade 
unions only - no membership of international organisations. 

Main informants: Mr Anvar MUHAMEDJANOV, outgoing Chairman, and Mr Shavkat 
GAZIYEV, Deputy Chairman (tel. no.: work 7-3712-565486, home 7-3712-
786357) 
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Comments:  Ms Alimhajayeva was elected Chairwoman by the Union's Central Committee 
on May 15th, 1995 following Mr Muhamedjanov's resignation to take up a post 
heading a department of TUFU. 

 Since 1995, the Union has been permitted to recruit individual business owners 
who do not have another job.  An agreement between the Union and the State 
Tax Committee permits such people to approach the CPSWU if they wish to 
join a union. They are estimated at half of the 200,000 business owners (the 
other half have other jobs), and at most 10 per cent of them had joined the Union 
by June 1995. 

 

 Health Workers Union 

Address:  «Pravda Vostoka» kuchasi 24, 700165 Tashkent, Uzbekistan 

Fax no.:   (7-3712) 564797 

Date of foundation: 1925 

Chairperson:  Post was vacant in May 1995 

Chairperson's tel. no.: (7-3712) 566977, 564695 
   Secretary (uprav delami): (7-3712) 565689 

Eligible members: Workers at all levels and in all specialities of the health service, including 
doctors, nurses, ancillary workers, drivers and others. 

Membership claimed: More than 600,000 

% of those eligible: About 91 per cent 

No. of branches:  More than 1,000 

Members' average pay: Doctor: 1,200 Sum (US$42) per month in total, of which 635 Sum ($22) is 
basic salary.  A senior heart surgeon's basic salary is 1,000 Sum ($35). 

   Nurse: 750-800 Sum ($26-28) per month in total. 

Number of paid staff: Nearly 100 in total, including seven at headquarters and five at each provincial 
office. 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The last was on January 12th, 1995.  The Chairperson and 70-member 
Central Committee (CC) are elected at Congress, with representatives from all 
provinces and the country's main health organisations.  Between Congresses, 
major decisions are taken by CC plenaries, called at least once a year. The 15-
member Presidium meets every quarter to take decisions between plenaries. 

 Branch chairpersons are elected annually, but at all levels from the province 
upwards, elections are every five years. 

International links: Affiliated to Moscow-based International Federation of Health Workers, linked 
to VKP.  Recent contacts with unions in Finland, France, Israel and Syria. 

Main informant:  Mr Vladimir VAINSHTEIN, Deputy Chairman (tel. no.: work 7-3712-565387, 
home 7-3712-331868) 

Comments:  In April 1995 the Chairwoman, Ms Ozadkhon Abdullayeva, resigned on being 
appointed Deputy Minister of Social Security. Her successor was to be elected 
by an extraordinary plenary meeting of the Central Committee.  All candidates 
had to be approved first by both TUFU and the Ministry of Health. 
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 Motor Transport and Highway Maintenance Workers Union 

Address:  1-aya Ul. Amira Temura d.6, 700000 Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
 
Fax no.:   None 
 
Date of foundation: 1959 
 
Chairman:  Mr Ashir SABIROV (first elected to the post in 1982) 
 
Chairman's tel. no.: (7-3712) 332175 
 
Eligible members: Workers at all levels in road haulage, highway maintenance (31,000 members) 

and water transport (3,000 members). 
 
Membership claimed: 169,000 
 
% of those eligible: 100 per cent 
 
No. of branches: 336 
Members' average pay: Undisclosed 
 
Number of paid staff: 10 at headquarters (reduced from 25 with the loss of social welfare functions) 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The last was in January 1995.  The Chairman and 71-member Central 
Committee (CC) are elected at Congress. Between Congresses, major decisions 
are taken by CC plenaries, called at least twice a year.  The 14-member 
Presidium meets at least once a quarter to take decisions between plenaries.  Its 
members (all of them also members of the CC) are: 

• the Chairman, Deputy Chairman and one departmental head; 
• eight representatives of provincial committees; 
• three employers' representatives. 

 
International links Affiliated to Moscow-based Interstate Motor Transport Association, linked to 

VKP (Mr Sabirov is on its presidium).  It has recently organised courses with 
training personnel from Finland, France and Scotland. 

 
Main informants: Mr Sabirov, Chairman 
 
Comments:  None 
   
 
 Union of Workers in Local and Furniture Industries, Communal and 

 Household Service Enterprises 

Address:  «Pravda Vostoka» kuchasi 24, 700165 Tashkent, Uzbekistan 

Fax no.:   (7-3712) 564797 

Date of foundation: 1924 

Chairman:  Mr Atkham RAHIMOV 

Chairman's tel. no.: Work: (7-3712) 568549 Home: (7-3712) 416808 

Eligible members: Workers in: 
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• small-scale local industries, often of a craft nature; 
• furniture industry; 
• communal and domestic industries, a category which covers mainly personal 

and household services such as dry cleaning, hairdressing, laundries, 
dressmakers and shoemenders; 

• tram and trolleybus workers; 
• fire protection officers; 
• blind workers (10,000 in total); 
• deaf workers (3,000 in total). 

Membership claimed: 320,000 

% of those eligible: 100 per cent 

No. of branches:  2,300 

Members' average pay: Local industry:  450-500 Sum (US$16.00-17.50) per month 
   Communal services: 600 Sum (US$21) per month 
   Household services: 350-400 Sum (US$12-14) per month 

Number of paid staff: 65 at headquarters and provincial offices, plus 120 full-time branch chairpersons 

Structure of Union: The chief decision-making body is the Congress, held at least once every five 
years.  The last was in December 1994 (one year early). The Chairperson and his 
deputy are elected at Congress and have to report back annually.  They can be 
removed before their term. However, at the last Congress there was only one 
candidate for each of these posts, by contrast with August 1990, where there 
were several candidates and lively debates. 

International links: Undisclosed 

Main informants: Mr Abdurashid ANARBAYEV, Deputy Chairman, and Mr Vladimir 
ZHIVOGLYADOV, head of organisation department. 

Comments: The common feature among the wide range of members, in light industries and 
public and commercial services, is that under the Soviet system most of the 
industries and services involved were run at the local rather than the republic or 
USSR level. 

 Membership was claimed to be 100 per cent of those eligible.  Mr Anarbayev 
said the number of members in the household services sector had declined to 
40,000 from 110,000 in three years as many workers in dry cleaning, 
hairdressers', laundry, dressmaking and other firms had become self-employed. 

 


