
 

Judiciary urged to safeguard workers’ rights 
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KARACHI: A seminar on ‘Contract system workers’ constitutional rights and the role of 
the judiciary’ organised by the National Trade Union Federation (NTUF) Pakistan and 
Home Based Women Workers Federation (HBWWF) at the Pakistan Medical Association 
(PMA) House on Wednesday saw many speakers asking the judiciary to safeguard the 
rights of workers. 
The seminar was inspired by the reported remarks of Chief Justice of Pakistan Saqib Nisar about 
banning all trade unions if there had been no mention of them in Pakistan’s Constitution. 
Explaining their point of view, the representatives of workers’ organisations and unions said the 
right of forming trade unions and safeguarding employment was a fundamental right under 
Article 17 of the Constitution of Pakistan and labour laws. It was also pointed out that 36 
conventions of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) also provided guarantee to these 
rights which are ratified by the government of Pakistan. The right to form trade unions is 
mentioned in ILO’s convention 87 which was ratified by the government in 1948 soon after the 
creation of Pakistan. 
Dr Riaz Sheikh, dean of Social Sciences at Szabist, said: “The concept of trade unions came with 
industrialisation. Trade unions have changed the history of countries so a worker contributes 
towards positive change for his or her country. Workers also bring society closer as trade 
unionists are not seen or classified [by] their race, gender or religion. They stand on a single 
platform where they only raise their voice for rights such as good working environment, 
minimum wages,” he said. 
ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER AD 

‘Give our workers their fundamental rights to build a new 
Pakistan’ 
He also said that politicians in England earlier used to hail from the elite class. “But then there 
was an alternative political discourse seen through trade unions. UK’s Labour Party pushed the 
Conservatives aside,” he said. 
Saira Feroz Bano, general secretary of United Home Based Workers Union, said workers were 
very hardworking and peaceful people, who did not use guns or sticks; then why impose 
restrictions on them. “And home-based workers are even worse off here. Neither do we get our 
share of five per cent of a company’s profits nor do we get bonuses. Then why such a harsh 
stance against us?,” she said. 
Mehboob Ahmed of PC Workers Union said the peace-loving workers of the country had come 
out on the roads in 2007 to safeguard the job of then deposed chief justice of the country, Justice 
Iftikhar Chaudhry. “Now our jobs are at stake because we are being deprived of our fundamental 
rights. We cannot take this lightly,” he said. 
Contractual system 
Joint director of Piler Zulfiqar Shah said there was a contractual system for workers because of a 
lack of trade unions to look after their rights and there was a lack of trade unions because there 
was a contractual system. “It’s like a catch-22,” he said. “But those not realising the value of 
unions should understand that wherever in the world there are workers unions looking after their 
rights, productivity also goes up. Here lawyers, doctors, teachers, etc, can have their associations 



but you challenge the legitimacy of workers’ unions. Give our workers their fundamental rights 
to build a new Pakistan,” he added. 
Barrister Salahuddin Ahmed said that he was also under the impression that the judiciary was 
that power which looked after the weak and poor and helped empower them by safeguarding 
their rights. 
Deputy general secretary of NTUF Nasir Mansoor said that only 10 per cent of the 68 million 
labour force of Pakistan was unionised and even there some of the unions involved in collective 
bargaining were very weak. “There is also a third-party labour system here where sometimes the 
contractual masters also only exist on paper,” he said. “And this is not just happening with our 
industrial sector, it is also going on in our banks and even the media where employees are no 
longer being given direct appointment letters.” 
Zehra Khan, central general secretary of HBWWF, said it was a kind of a new perception in our 
society that unions were not good. “We now see people raising a voice for their fundamental 
rights being labelled as terrorists by court judges of all people. So the Taliban are not the 
terrorists, we are,” she said. “Standing up for your rights is now making people, especially those 
from the elite class look down on you,” she said. 
Human rights activist Mahnaz Rahman observed that so many people had come together to 
protest the chief justice’s comments, which in itself was a positive thing. 
Senior trade unionist and chairman of the Railway Workers Union Manzoor Razi also said that 
he was saddened by the chief justice’s remarks. 
Senior trade unionist and chairman of the Peoples Labour Bureau Habibuddin Junaidi and Sindh 
Bar Association’s vice chairman Salahuddin Gandapur also spoke. 
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