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Addressing Concerns on Pakistan's Labour Codes

The Centre for Labour Research works on labour issues, and its team members ( Iftikhar Ahmad and
Raja Faizul Hassan Faiz ) have been involved in labour law reform in Pakistan since the early 2000s.
They have been part of the core drafting team behind the Punjab and Sindh draft Labour Codes.

Given the propaganda against the draft Codes by certain groups, the Centre for Labour Research
considers it necessary to respond to such unfounded criticism. The Centre for Labour Research or its
team is not paid by any organisation (Government or otherwise) for this advocacy campaign. We have
responded to this propaganda in August 2024 and now in January 2026, on a pro bono basis. When you
hear the critics of these draft Codes, please ask them questions based on these documents, especially
about how they plan to extend labour law coverage to more than 60 million informal-sector workers in
the country and how they would ensure compliance with international labour standards that Pakistan
has ratified. The draft Labour Codes will provide protection for all workers, and their text aligns with
ILO Conventions and UN Covenants. This response is in line with the mandate of the Centre for Labour
Research: to provide clear information to the masses on labour issues in the country (Pakistan)
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A Historic Shift for Labour Rights in Pakistan: From Fragmentation to
Universal Protection

The landscape of work in Pakistan is changing. For decades, our labour laws have been a "patchwork"
of more than 40 statutes written for a mid-20th-century factory floor. This fragmentation has left
over 85% of our workforce (more than 60 million people) in the "informal economy" without
legal visibility or protection.

The draft Labour Codes in Punjab and Sindh represent a serious attempt to bridge this gap. Rather
than just focusing on "ease of doing business," these Codes are designed to draw workers into a
regulated, rights-based relationship.

Here is why this matters for every professional, employer, and worker in Pakistan:

1. Universal Coverage: The Codes apply to "everyone who works" across all sectors, regardless of the
size of the establishment. This "size-neutral” approach ensures workers don't lose rights just
because they work for a small firm.

2. Firstin South Asia for Gig Workers: In a groundbreaking move, gig economy workers (like ride-
share drivers and delivery riders) are now legally defined as "workers," entitling them to the
minimum wage, safety protections, and the right to organize.

3. Equality and Non-Discrimination: For the first time, the law expressly prohibits discrimination
based on sex, gender, pregnancy, caste, or disability, while mandating equal pay for work of equal
value.

4. Safeguards Against Exploitation: The Codes tighten the definition of forced labour to include debt
bondage and forced overtime, while raising the minimum working age to 16 years.

5. Simplified Compliance: For employers, consolidating dozens of acts into one comprehensive Code
reduces the legal ‘"grey zones" and compliance burden in the long run.

This is about more than just legal text; it is about delivering a "better deal” to the workers everywhere.
By aligning our laws with ILO Conventions and constitutional guarantees, we are building a foundation
for Decent Work for All.

The Punjab Labour Code 2025 is currently with the Standing Committee, and the Sindh Labour Code is
nearing submission to the Cabinet. It is time to move toward a loophole-free system that protects
every worker, regardless of their contract or sector.
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Objection 1

The draft Labour Codes were prepared without consulting workers’ and employers’ organisations, making them
inconsistent with ILO standards.

Response

The preliminary drafts were prepared after years of work (consolidation efforts had been ongoing since 2000!)
and shared around June 2024 to begin the discussion process. The labour policies in both provinces, already
agreed upon by the stakeholders, aim to consolidate labour laws. These draft Codes were not intended to be
final legislation. Meetings were held with stakeholders across both provinces in 2023 to gather their views on
the potential consolidation and rationalisation of more than two dozen labour laws.

[t is the first time in South Asia that a bill, fully compliant with international labour standards, has been drafted
and submitted by the Government.

In Punjab, this is the eighth draft, updated repeatedly following stakeholder discussions, and it is now before the
Standing Committee of the Punjab Assembly. In Sindh, the Labour Department has held multiple meetings with
all stakeholders. The same applies to the reforms in the IRA 2012, for which drafts have been shared since May
2025.

It is common practice globally for governments to issue an initial text that is then thoroughly debated and
revised through stakeholder consultations. This is similar to how the European Commission issues first drafts of
EU legislation, which are then debated by stakeholders and voted on by the European Parliament. The same
applies in every country.

These initial drafts serve only as a starting point for consultation rather than a finished product. The provisions
of ILO Convention 144 are fully complied with in the discussion of the draft Labour Codes in Pakistan, as the
convention does not prevent governments from proposing reforms.
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Addressing Concerns on Pakistan's Labour Codes

Objection 2
The draft Labour Codes abolish the right to permanent employment for permanent work, and
“legalise” multiple forms of the contract/third-party system, undermining job security.

Response

The draft Labour Codes in Punjab and Sindh recognise the large-scale prevalence of outsourcing and
regulate it in substance.

For the first time under the draft Labour Codes, a principal using a contractor is deemed the employer
where the arrangement is a device to deprive workers of lawful benefits, where workers are supplied
to the principal’s core operations, or where the principal controls how work is done. And this is all in
line with Supreme Court decisions.

The Codes also limit contractors in core operations and bar replacing permanent workers with
temporary labour.

The Codes extend fundamental rights at work to all workers and require that contract workers
performing the same or similar work receive the same pay, allowances and conditions as comparable
employees of the principal.

If a contractor fails to pay wages or benefits, the principal is liable and may withhold payments to pay
workers directly.

In line with international labour standards (C181, R198), international best practices and case law
from Pakistan, the draft Labour Codes include the following mechanisms: regulate employment
agencies, prevent evasion, and deem the real employer where appropriate.
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Addressing Concerns on Pakistan's Labour Codes

Objection 3
The Codes are built on a neo liberal, market-driven philosophy that prioritises investor and employer
flexibility over the protective function of labour law.

Response
The criticism assumes that “flexibility” and “protection” are mutually exclusive. They are not!

Modern labour regulation has to do two things at once: (1) protect workers from unequal bargaining
power and unsafe or unfair conditions, and (2) create clear, predictable rules that employers can
realistically comply with, so that jobs and enterprises remain viable and the law is actually followed.

First, codification is not the same as deregulation. Bringing scattered statutes into a
consolidated Code can improve worker protection by reducing loopholes, clarifying obligations, and
strengthening enforcement pathways. In Pakistan, a major practical problem has been weak
compliance and fragmented administration; clearer legal architecture can make it easier for workers,
unions, inspectors, and courts to know what the law requires and to act on violations.

Second, predictability benefits workers as much as employers. When rules are coherent and
procedures are defined, workers can claim rights easily. If “flexibility” means streamlined procedures,
faster dispute resolution, or clearer thresholds, that can reduce informality and make employment
relationships more transparent—often a precondition for enforcing wages, hours, benefits, and OSH
standards.

Third, the benchmark should be substantive rights and enforceability, not the rhetoric
of “market-driven” policy. A Code can only be called “neo-liberal” if it actually weakens core
protections, e.g., by narrowing coverage, reducing minimum standards, limiting collective bargaining,
weakening inspection powers, diluting penalties, or making termination easier without safeguards.
The reality is that these Codes extend protections to all!

The proper way to assess the codes is clause-by-clause: What happens to minimum wage
coverage, working-time limits, maternity protections, OSH duties, freedom of association, access to
labour courts/tribunals, remedies for unfair labour practices, and protections for contract, piece-rate,
vulnerable and platform workers?

Is it really the neo-liberal or Western agenda to protect the interns, construction workers,
agricultural workers, domestic workers, home-based workers, transport workers, digital labour
platform workers, and religious workers?
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Objection 4
The Codes weaken freedom of association by fragmenting unions, undermining CBAs, and maintaining or
intensifying restrictions on organizing and strikes.

Response

The current legislation is often used for union-busting rather than to facilitate access to freedom of
association. The draft Labour Codes in Punjab and Sindh and the amended IRA 2012 strengthen
freedom of association and propose the following reforms:

Expanding Coverage: The current laws exclude vast groups of workers, including EPZ workers,
agricultural workers, home-based, domestic workers, and platform workers. The proposed reforms
introduce a simplified definition of "worker" that encompasses all forms of work and allow all workers to
unionise, except those in the police and armed forces.

Multiple Union Memberships: Currently, workers are forbidden from joining more than one union,
even if they hold multiple jobs. The proposed reforms recognise part-time work and allow workers to
join unions at each of their respective workplaces, as well as at the sectoral and national levels.

Standardising Membership Requirements: The current laws require every third and subsequent
unions in an establishment to have at least 20% of workers as members, while the first two unions have
no such requirement, a loophole that allows for employer-influenced "pocket or yellow unions". The
proposed reforms set a simple condition for registration of a trade union: 20 workers or 10% of the total
workers, whichever is less.

Protecting Minority Union Rights: Non-CBA unions are currently denied the right to represent
members in grievances or use check-off facilities. The proposed reforms permit such unions to represent
their members and give them the right to check-off. They can be certified as the CBA, even with less than
33% membership (in the case of a single union).

Decriminalising "Go-Slow" Actions: Currently, a "go-slow" is considered an unfair labour practice and
gross misconduct that can lead to dismissal. The proposed reforms reclassify "go-slow" as a lawful form
of collective action, provided that a 3-day notice is observed.

Restricting Government Interference in Strikes: The government currently has broad power to
prohibit strikes if they last over 30 days or even before if strikes are deemed "prejudicial to national
interest". The proposed reforms strictly limit the prohibition on strikes to "essential services", and the
power to suspend strikes is shifted from the government to the Labour Courts/National Industrial
Relations Commission.
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