THE ROLE OF WORKERS’ ORGANISATIONS IN PREVENTING AND ADDRESSING CONTEMPORARY FORMS OF SLAVERY

Introduction
Slavery and slave labour has been as old as the world is and depict to what extent the uncivilised human mind is willing to go in afflicting violence, deprivation and misery on fellow human beings for economic and social gains. The trans-Atlantic slave trade which spanned for about 366 years, and which saw the displacement of more than 11 million Africans from the mother continent to Europe and the Americas and leading to the death of 1.6 million Africans, perhaps, was the epoch of slavery and slave labour.
Since the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, there has been a concerted global effort to address new forms of slavery and slave labour. The first article in the United Nations Charter on Human Rights established the universal principle of freedom and stated that all humans are born free with equal claims to dignity and rights. The preceding preamble of the Charter also profoundly notes that a violation of this fundamental right to be free constitutes barbarous acts that outrage humanity’s conscience.
Article 4 of the UN Human Rights Charter posits that no one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and slave trade be prohibited in all forms. 
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) in the preamble of its Constitution notes that pursuant to social justice upon which universal and lasting peace is established, that it was important to expunge practices in the workplace that represent slavery and servitude. It was pursuant to this objective that labour standards evolved such as regulation of the hours of work including the establishment of a maximum working day and week; the regulation of the labour supply; the prevention of unemployment; the provision of an adequate living wage; the protection of the worker against sickness, disease and injury arising out of his employment; the protection of children, young persons and women; provision for old age and injury; protection of the interests of workers when employed in countries other than their own; recognition of the principle of equal remuneration for work of equal value; and recognition of the principle of freedom of association.
ILO’s Conventions 29 (Forced Labour), 87 (Freedom of Association and Protection of Right to Organise) and 98 (Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining) show ILO’s commitment to end slavery and slave labour.
1. Recognition of Trade Unions through Domestication of ILO Conventions 87 on Freedom of Association and 98 on Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining in Legislative Frameworks
Nigerian trade unions are recognised in legislative frameworks such as the Constitution and Labour Laws. ILO Conventions 87 and 98 were ratified by Nigeria on October 17, 1960, barley two weeks after independence. 
In lieu of the International Labour Standards (ILS) principles of giving effect to labour standards in law and practice, Nigeria’s performance on the two ILO fundamental conventions could be described as sub-optimal. 
In terms of giving effect to Convention 87 in law, Nigeria has performed well because Section 40 of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria guarantees the freedom of association. It is on this premise that the freedom for workers to organise and to give birth to trade unions is founded. However, there is strong evidence of poor commitment by successive Nigerian governments to give effect to labour standards in practice. Workers’ right to freedom of association, the right to organise and the right to collective bargaining have been significantly undermined. 
A few examples would suffice. In 2005, the executive arm of government under President Olusegun Obasanjo acted against the provisions of the Trade Union Act and Section 40 of the Constitution by unilaterally passing into law the creation of a second labour centre which is the Trade Union Congress. The aim was to divide the voice of workers in Nigeria, make it more difficult for workers to reach consensus thus severely undermining workers’ right to organise and freely determine their representative organisations without interference and intervention by government. 
Interference by public authorities played up again in 2022 when the Federal Government contrary to the provisions of the Trade Union Act and Section 40 of the 1999 Constitution encouraged and registered a splinter union of academics in tertiary institutions in Nigeria. The aim is to weaken the ability of workers’ organisations to organise and collectively bargain.
Many sub-national governments in Nigeria such as Kogi State, Imo State, Oyo State, Edo State, Lagos State had at one time or the other purportedly proscribed trade unions which they neither registered nor are empowered by the Nigerian Constitution and extant labour laws to regulate. The affected unions include the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) and the National Union of Road Transport Workers (NURTW). 
There has also been several attempts by Nigeria’s Parliament, the National Assembly, to interfere and undermine trade unions’ rights to freedom of association, organise and engage in collective bargaining. Most recently, on 23rd February 2021, some members of the National Assembly led by Honourable Garba Datti Mohammed representing Sabon Gari Federal Constituency of Kaduna State with the prompting of some state Governors presented a bill to the House of Representatives seeking to transfer trade unions issues especially the National Minimum Wage from the executive legislative list to the concurrent legislative list. The aim of the bill sponsors was to grant state governments and federal agencies a legal basis for the infraction of labour laws that guarantee the freedom of workers through their trade unions to organise and collectively bargain.

Remedies to Infractions
Trade unions have used complaints to public authorities, public protests, legal actions and the ILO Reporting mechanism to seek remedies to cases of infractions of workers’ rights as guaranteed by Convention 87 and 98.

2. Role Played by Workers’ Organisations in Nigeria to prevent workers from being subjected to contemporary forms of slavery.
The Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC) which is the most representative national labour centre in Nigeria has used its desk on Labour Migration to undertake serious campaigns to promote decent work for migrant workers in Nigeria. The NLC has also created youth desks in all its affiliate unions to champion issues of decent work for young people. The NLC has unionised many informal economy workers in order to strengthen the campaign against slave labour and slave wages in the informal economy especially perpetrated through outsourcing and casualisation of labour.
Nigeria ratified the ILO Convention 29 and 105 on 17th October 1960.
The NLC promotes anti-slave labour policies in workplaces in Nigeria.
Labour inspection by Nigeria’s Ministry of Labour is weak due to budgetary constraints. The NLC has led advocacy on the need to remedy this. 

3. Examples of Interventions by the NLC to promote anti-slave labour policies in workplaces in Nigeria.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Nigeria Labour Congress and Trade Union Congress, Nigeria’s two national labour centres, signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the national organisation for employers stipulating non-acceptance of slave labour and slave wages.

4. The Nigeria Labour Congress and her affiliates covering the entire sectors of the Nigerian economy and society are committed to the eradication of slave labour and slave wages. This commitment is buttressed by NLC’s robust pursuit of the enforcement of international labour standards and routine review of the national minimum wage to reduce chances of perpetuation of slave labour. 

5. Limitations Experienced by the NLC in Preventing Contemporary Forms of Slavery

· Poor enforcement of labour laws in Nigeria.
· Poor allocation of budgetary resources to labour inspection.
· High incidence of outsourcing and labour casualisation.
· Bureaucratic bottlenecks in registering informal economy groups as trade unions. 
· Poor labour market information system.

6. Recommendations
· Government should ensure that labour standards are respected and promoted both in law and practice.
· Increased budgetary allocation to labour inspection in Nigeria.
· Improvement of Nigeria’s laws to clearly outlaw outsourcing and casualisation of labour and impose stiff penalties for violations.
· Amendment of the National Minimum Wage law to impose stiffer penalties for failure to pay the national minimum wage.
· Stiffer penalties for obstruction of workers' right to freedom of association, organising and right to collective bargaining.
· Improvement in Nigeria’s labour market information system.
· Improved synergy between the Ministry of Labour, trade unions, and anti-slavery civil society organisations.
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