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under ‘Gherao’. Most of the employers
who had signed agreements in March de-
cided to institute civil and criminal cases
in the court of law for a declaration that
the agreements entered into were under
duress and therefore not enforceable.

On April 9, the heads of firms in East
Pakistan received the following letter from
the Director of Labour clarifying their
position:

“It has been brought to the notice
of the authorities that some employers
are thinking of taking action against the
workers for inciting and taking part in
gherao/demonstrations etc., immediately
before the imposition of the Martial Law.
[t was decided that the employers should
be requested not to victimise the workers
for their activities in connection with
gherao/demonstrations etc. This, however,
does not debar the employers from taking
action against the workers for other acts
of indiscipline or misconduct. In such
cases, the employers may take appropri-
ate action under due process of law. The
trade unions and the labour organisations
would continue to function and carry on
their usual activities as per law subject to
Martial Law orders whereby strikes/lock
out/agitations etc. have been prohibited
and meetings etc. cannot be held without
the prior permission of the Martial Law
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Pakistan government
announces its first

Labour Policy.

authorities.”

Air Marshal Nur Khan, deputy chief
martial law administrator met the trade
union leaders of East Pakistan on April
10, 1969. The labour leaders emphasised
the following points:

1. Anti-worker labour laws enacted in
1965 should be repealed.

2. Unusual delay in the settlement of
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disputes and disposal of cases by labour
courts should be avoided.

3. Inadequacies and weaknesses of
machineries set up by the government for
implementation of labour laws should be
removed.

Air Marshal Nur Khan recommended
an outline of the Labour-Management
Relations Policy after his meetings with
labour leaders and employers. The broad
principles envisaged were:

Freedom of association so that the
workers may form trade unions of their
own free choice and select their represen-
tatives by secret ballot.

Strengthening the scope of collective
bargaining by conceding the right to
strike.

To guarantee a fair and equitable living
minimum wage.

Consolidation and simplification of
labour laws, strictly in accordance with
the ratified conventions of the ILO.

Review of the schedules of essential
and public utility services and to reduce
them to the barest minimum.

Effective implementation of labour
laws for protecting the rights of workers,
including the minimum wage.

Uniform application of labour laws
without discrimination between public
and private sectors.

Relating the wage structure to produc-
tivity by increasing the workers’ share in
quality and guarantee of production.

The Air Marshal tried to impress upon
the employers during the interviews
that by and large, the workers had been
deprived of their genuine rights so far and
the government could not remain indif-
ferent to such a state of affairs.

On May 7, the government announced
its decision to bring uniformity among
various labour laws in Pakistan. The
central government convened a special All
Pakistan Labour Conference at Karachi on
May 15 to examine the entire gamut of la-
bour problems both in public and private
sectors in the light of the guidelines of the
new Labour Policy of the government.
The Labour Secretary referred to the recent
labour unrest and asked all concerned to
critique to find out why such an uprising
took place suddenly. He told the em-
ployers that the government wanted the
industry to prosper but at the same time,
it wanted that social justice be done.

The report submitted by the chair-
man of the group on wages and welfare
contained varying views on the fixation
of minimum wages. The workers’ point
of view was that the minimum wages
should be fixed on the basis of consump-
tion budget of a worker. Accordingly, the
minimum wage in West Pakistan should
be Rs 220 per month and Rs 260 in East
Pakistan. The employers, however, argued
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that the capacity of the industry to pay
should be the prime consideration. Both
sides in this group were unanimous that
there should be an independent Mini-
mum Wage Commission to compile the
cost of living indices and recommend
annually the new levels of minimum wage
to reflect change in the cost of living. With
regard to the recommendations of three
other committees, the differences were
not so wide and it was therefore expected
that the recommendations would by and
large be accepted by the government.

On May 20, 1969 it was announced by
the martial law authority that no retrench-
ment/termination of service of workers
shall be done prior approval of the mar-
tial law authorities. The government of
Pakistan announced its official policy in
July 1969. On August 2, 1969 the govern-
ment of East Pakistan promulgated The
East Pakistan Minimum Wages (Fixation)
Ordinance, 1969 to fix minimum rates of
wages of unskilled workers employed in
certain commercial and industrial estab-
lishments and tea gardens.

The ordinance shook the foundation of
many establishments and the employers
faced unrest all over the province among
workers. Major industries such as jute and
cotton textile, in spite of various difficul-
ties in implementing the Labour Policy
and the provisions of the Minimum
Wages (Fixation) Ordinance, 1969, pre-
pared new wage schedule to bring up the
minimum wages of unskilled workers to
the statutory limit and to give reasonable
increase to the semi-skilled and skilled
workers. These were not, however, accept-
able to the workers and their unions. The
union leaders contended that the employ-
ers violated the spirit of the government
Labour Policy by not negotiating with the
unions for fixing the new wage structures
and therefore on principle they could not
accept the employers’ offers. They also
argued that the fixation of the pay scales
was not done on the basis of the princi-
ples of fair return to workers. The unrest
among the workers became visible. The
Pakistan Jute Manufacturers Organisation,
after protracted negotiations with the
union leaders, entered into an agreement
but as no agreement could be arrived at
between cotton textiles mill owners and
union leaders, the government referred
the disputes to the Labour Court for
adjudication but the strike in Tongi area
in Dhaka continued until December 10
when a settlement was arrived at.

This is an excerpt (edited for clarity) from
the book “Labour Movement in Bangla-
desh” by Kamruddin Ahmad. He was a
prominent trade union activist and author
of several important books on the social-po-
litical history of Bangladesh.
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The Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 is amended and
Section 33-Aisincorporated. The enactment of
this Sectionis to provide a speedy remedy to the
aggrieved employees and save a worker from
victimization for raising the dispute.

The East Pakistan Trade Union

(Recognition) Ordinance is
promulgated, providing
recognition for registered
trade unions.



