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SHORT JUSTIFICATION
The Committee on Foreign Affairs was requested to draw up an opinion under the consent procedure (Rule 99) on possible extension of the EU-Uzbekistan Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) of 1999 to bilateral trade in textiles.
In its interim resolution of 15 December 2011 on the issue[footnoteRef:1], Parliament concluded that it “will only consider the consent if the ILO observers, have been granted access by the Uzbek authorities to undertake close and unhindered monitoring and have confirmed that concrete reforms have been implemented and yielded substantial results in such a way that the practice of forced labour and child labour is effectively in the process of being eradicated at national, viloyat and local level;”. Parliament reconfirmed this position in its resolution of 13 April 2016 on implementation and review of the EU-Central Asia Strategy[footnoteRef:2], “until it is confirmed that concrete reforms have been implemented and have yielded substantial results, also ensuring that the practice of forced labour, additionally to child labour, is effectively in course of being eradicated in Uzbekistan;”. [1:  OJ C 168E, 14.6.2013, p. 195.]  [2:  Texts adopted, P8_TA-PROV(2016)0121.] 

In general, the rapporteur regrets the continued suppression of fundamental rights in Uzbekistan, lack of rule of law, persecution of civil society, journalists, and minority activists and imprisonment of thousands of political opposition members. Parliament has recently expressed its serious concern in its resolutions of 13 April 2016 mentioned above, and of 23 October 2014 on human rights in Uzbekistan[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Texts adopted, P8_TA(2014)0040.] 


The rapporteur regrets that the country, 25 years since its independence, has been ruled by a single President in an authoritarian way. His sudden death has left a political vacuum, and, in absence of a real electoral process, has not created conditions allowing for a free, fair and transparent political transition of power. The financial assistance provided by the EU over the last years aimed at triggering reforms and streamlining the work of the Uzbek parliament has borne no fruit. The textile sector, in particular linked to cotton, is the main trade area between the EU and Uzbekistan. The rapporteur believes that due to the on-going transition in the country after the sudden death of the President the extension of the PCA should be used by the EU with a view to facilitating the transition process and bringing about the necessary democratic changes.

The rapporteur reminds that obligations to respect for democracy, principles of international law and human rights and the principles of market economy, as defined in Article 2 of the PCA, remain largely unfulfilled by Uzbekistan.

With regard to cotton production in Uzbekistan, the rapporteur is in favour of further weaning off from the cotton monoculture and decreased dependence on its exports by diversifying of economy, which could gradually alleviate the disastrous environmental situation, especially with regard to what is left of the Aral Sea and its tributaries. The rapporteur emphasises the need to make transparent and include the proceeds from cotton production in the state budget.

The rapporteur recognises substantial progress has been made since 2013 in the question of child labour in Uzbekistan. This is thanks to diplomatic efforts of the EU mainly due to the resolution of the European Parliament of 2011 that put on hold this agreement and lead to the active involvement of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and the World Bank (WB), and in particular legislative and implementing efforts of the Uzbek government, in association with the country’s Employers’ Association and the Council of the Federation of Trade Unions. The fact that child labour has become socially unacceptable within such a short time frame is an achievement in itself.

Furthermore, the rapporteur takes the view that although progress has been made in terms of reduction of forced labour in general, it has been irregular and the trend is not yet fully confirmed. The number of people directly coerced to pick cotton has certainly decreased over the years since ILO monitoring started, nevertheless more indirect and subtle ways of involuntary work seem to prevail, including those who feel obliged or under social pressure. Forced (adult) labour seems to make up for the loss of child labourers.
In addition, reports of the independent monitors (not allowed by the Uzbek regime) and media on this year’s pre-harvest work indicate massive state-led mobilization of citizens, forced labour of public employees, and university students in weeding and aeration of cotton fields.

Under the current circumstances, having received contradicting information about the level of occurrence of forced (adult) labour in the country, the rapporteur’s position is to wait for the ILO reporting on the this year’s cotton harvest in Uzbekistan, which should be available before the end of the year. This period would also allow the European Parliament to have an overall picture of the transition process in Uzbekistan after the death of its, so far, only President.

Giving consent without concrete verified data would be irresponsible, undermining the pressure that helped bring about the progress achieved by the country so far, and weaken the EU’s common commercial policy objectives, which have to respects EU values and principles.
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