
Labor in Abu Dhabi 101: A Cross-Campus Teach-In

Moderator: Paula Chakravartty, Coalition for Fair Labor, Associate Professor (Gallatin, Steinhardt)
Date: December 6th, 2014

Location: GCASL, NYU, Colloquium Room 

Hosted by: Coalition for Fair Labor at NYU; American Association of University Professors (AAUP); Asian/Pacific/American Institute at NYU; Center for Media, Culture and History; Department of Anthropology; Department of English; Department of History; Hagop Kevorkian Center for near Eastern Studies; Social and Cultural Analysis; South Asia at NYU
Martin Klimke: division of labor, definition of teach-in

Moderator: Paula Chakravartty, Coalition for Fair Labor, Associate Professor (Gallatin, Steinhardt)
2 questions for teach-in:

1) history and context of migrant workers building NYUAD

2) issue of having more ethical work conditions and practices (practice of worker compliance in AD)

In past two weeks, students protesting police violence and racial injustice

-reflecting on this moment that injustice and inequality do not only exist far away

- solidarity for global university
Arang Keshavarzian: Sponsorship and Implications for Lives of Noncitizens

Kafala system: ties non-GCC citizens to citizens of the UAE in terms of employment and economic investment

Non-GCC citizens must have a sponsor to get a work visa (Emirati citizen or state institution)

-system to discipline labor

-has existed formally or informally throughout the region for decades

-since 1970s, significant increase in migrant labor

-foreign labor makes up the majority of the labor force in all 6 GCC countries

-over 80% of Emirati population are noncitizens

exploitative conditions are caused by political and economic context and lack of enforcement of laws that exist

*All noncitizens working in the Gulf (including faculty) face a number of these vulnerabilities mentioned today

*Domestic maids have particularly vulnerable status; distinct from certain labor structures for other non-citizens
3 issues (sponsorship system and labor laws (not) implemented)

1) context of workers before they arrive in the UAE (global poverty, inequality); prospect of upward mobility is impetus for migration to Gulf region (Gulf work potential; they do this despite, not because of, work conditions); acquisition of work visas in home countries (Most guest workers pay broker fees that are 5-15 times the salaries of these workers; thus, most of these workers fall into family debt; they must place their land for collateral or take out loans at high interest rates and accumulate family debt)

2) issues upon arrival

1) job-switching: when brokers approach them, they are told they will be a driver, but then when they arrive, they are employed in other sectors (regular in UAE and other Gulf countries)

2) salaries (salary quotes in home countries are higher than when they arrive in the UAE; salary often withheld for months, so family members must pay debts back at home (migrant laborers cannot send salaries back home)

3) Illegal to have passports taken away, but they sponsors take them away from workers; prevents them from leaving

4) work conditions: unsafe, grueling, long hours, little time off, cramped living conditions

5) kafala system: visas tied to specific employers, so if they are being exploited, they do not have the opportunity to look for employment with another employer

How can they address these grievances? No efficient adjudication of labor disputes; there are some arenas, but they are generally unhelpful; few independent organizations; the embassies could represent these foreign citizens, but they provide little assistance; alternative routes are sit-ins; the approximately 34 strikes in 2012 and 45 in 2013 were broken up with violence and foreigners were deported; deported workers still have to pay off debt, despite lack of salary.

Because of lack of law enforcement, the responsibility lies with private citizens and subcontractors to adhere to labor laws (Only when Emirati citizens take on responsibility will things change/reliance on Emirati power holders)
Justin Stearns: Reflecting and Thinking on Labor at NYUAD
-academic ways to address labor issue:

Academic activities to address the issue of migrant labor in the Gulf:

Justin had no background in labor; in 2010 when hired, it was clear to him that he would have to deal with labor issues; thought he needed to take more campus-wide initiatives

-sensitive to academic literature

- 2013 to 2014: Andrew Gardner gave speech about issue of labor in Arabian peninsula

- In addition to organizing these events, we also have ____ board?

-conversation about labor with broader NYUAD community

-practice of governance at NYUAD

-Over first few years, we have developed from scratch; initial conversations about labor in AD was informal

-2013: talking about experience in labor camps; Justin began talking to other 
people in AD about issues of compliance and what it meant organizationally; 
individuals who work for Tamkeen and others were under different compliance 
regimes and monitored in different ways


-February Guardian article: brought students together to talk about the issue


-May NYTimes article: got faculty together to push NYUAD to review its current 
compliance regime


-October 2014: Justin joined Faculty Advisory Committee at NYU AD

Justin cautions that it is vital to understand labor issues in the Gulf, but there is potential danger in exceptionalizing situations like that in Abu Dhabi

According to Justin, in 1991, Gulf labor shifted from Arab to non-Arab work force; challenging work environment for migrant laborers


-abuse is widespread


-difficult situation when NYU moved into AD

-Number of structural vulnerabilities that migrant laborers suffer; their struggle should also be recognized in relation to other labor situations

-historical issue in UAE

- 2011: changing labor laws: change contract after 2 years working with a specific employer

-important to recognize the context of widespread internal fight within NYU (factionalism within leadership and faculty in regard to 2031 plan), concerns on the square 


-faculty in AD have different relationship to administration; differences in 
 
positionality must be taken into account when we work to ensure that conditions 
for workers in NYU AD are kept

Question (Abu Dhabi): Has the demographic of workers in the UAE shifted over time? 

Justin: Initial demographic in 40s, 50s, 60s, 70s was Arab; now, there are diminishing numbers of Arab workers that resulted from the Gulf War; i.e.: Yemeni workers repatriated from SA after 1991

Arang: Shift away from local workers that was common is the 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s occurred earlier than the 1990s; happened more in early 70s: after war in the 1990s, the demand for workers definitely skyrocketed, but the initial shift away from Arab labor began in the 70s; there was a shift toward South Asian labor as opposed to labor from Palestine, Jordan, etc. because these Arabs had negative views about monarchies that were problematic for the host countries


-workers from Ethiopia, Eritrea, and other parts of sub-Saharan Africa have 
increased in the past 15 years

Q, Christine Harrington, Politics Professor, NYU: What is your positionality with regard to being a noncitizen?

Justin: Foremost reason why we organized events about labor was purely educational; goal was to bring members of AD public into open forum; we were aware of our identify in terms of being migrant workers, but that was not at the forefront of our minds when we joined the faculty; after being at NYUAD, we thought this was one of the most prominent issues at the campus, which is why we keep coming back to the issue

Q, ITUC: Claimed the speakers missed one critical point: throughout the Gulf (and even in some cases in the US), the right to freedom of association is rare for citizens and impossible for migrant workers, which makes it difficult for collective bargaining with employers. To what extent is NYU negotiating with the government for collective bargaining rights for migrant workers? Or within in NYU, would they recognize quasi-freedom of association for these migrant workers (even in the absence of government action)?

Arang: 2 trends that have created contradiction in the UAE: 

1) little space for political activism in UAE; activism has decreased in the last 5 years since Arab uprisings

2) cost of living in the UAE is rapidly increasing (workers are being squeezed from all sides; cost of living is rising in AD and Dubai)

Justin: There is a broader issue here that has to do with the faculty seeing it as less productive to pressure the NYUAD administration to pressure government; there is an understanding of NYUAD having a role in region in regard to education and labor; there is no interest in the short term from the faculty perspective to pressure the administration to pressure the government to change labor laws in the country; the faculty has taken the stance to move forward gradually to understand the labor issue within the NYUAD community; ensure that they are falling within compliance and as we do that, we will better understanding rapidly changing labor conditions and move forward from there.

Kimi Rodriguez: Responding to Issues of Labor at NYUAD
ADvocacy: student group committed to social justice for marginalized communities throughout AD; founded in 2010 by inaugural class

-ADvocacy acknowledged the class divisions inherent to AD, and was founded to respond to these class divisions and marginalization

-Recently, the organization has supported migrant workers on campus; currently, the number of migrant workers on campus outnumber the number of students

-On-campus initiatives: community initiative specialist; various initiatives address domestic workers on campus/domestic workers on Saadiyat; this came about from students

1) Initiative with students in Gazelle (reporting on labor issues throughout past couple semesters)

2) meeting?: community specialist workers with students and faculty in academic environment

In AD we have a very special opportunity to address the issues of labor on our campus; the cultural adjustments that we go through as students/faculty ….

Advocacy: domestic worker initiatives are being led by specialists, started with around 16 students, and now we have over 100; a lot of contractors play on NYUAD cricket team, other sports teams, etc.

Kristina Bogos: Coalition for Fair Labor at NYU: NYU Student Activism

-While in AD, Kristina became aware of independent labor abuses; she was there when the Guardian article came out and felt compelled to investigate the claims of the article herself. In January, she visited al-Dar labor camp on Yas Island, which housed over 90% of workers on Saadiyat; there were squalid conditions, low wages, limited health care. She visited on a Friday, when they were supposed to have the day off. After her piece was published, she received criticism/reactions regarding race, privilege, and origin in NYU’s GNU. Ultimately, we are also dealing with a lot of issues in the US; at the end of the day, we are all NYU students, and no matter where we originate from, NYU’s labor malpractice in AD affects all of us

-After returning to NYUNY, Kristina and others revived the Coalition for Fair Labor at NYU that advocated high labor standards at NYU campuses (consists of faculty, researchers, human rights lawyers)

-The coalition launched a petition back in May demanding three things:

1) Establishment of a code of conduct for domestic workers who currently receive no legislative protection under UAE labor law
2) Appointment of a new independent monitor

3) Development of cross-campus research initiatives aimed at reform of kafala system


- Aware of examples: lecture series at NYU AD; J-term class in international 
human rights

-Issue of transparency is also a problem here in NY and across GNU (i.e. investment in fossil fuel industry in NY, labor compliance at NYU Shanghai)

-Opportunity for NYUNY and NYUAD to work together on this issue (research initiatives i.e. creation of a J-term course co-taught between NY and AD; courses with field work component over spring break)

- Ask that NYU invite ILO to visit
-Closing: we are all implicated by this; interest across all campuses to work together; NYU is in a unique position to set a standard

Q, graduate student, SUNY: Have there been connections drawn between labor organizing of grad students at NYU and this issue of migrant labor in Abu Dhabi?

Kristina, NYU grad student Alex Boodrookas: I have been in contact with the graduate student union at NYU; we have talked about working together, but there has not been collaborative action

Q, Costanza Maio, student at NYU, studied abroad NYUAD: Research initiatives are fabulous, but can both ends talk about the types of collaborative activism we can do (while acknowledging restrictions on activism in UAE)?

A, Kimi: We definitely want to collaborate with students on campus; definitely open to being more aware of what is going on at the square so we can have better relations; this is important, with more and more NYU students coming to study abroad here

A, Kristina: Beyond the creation of cross-campus research initiatives, we will continue to have NY students study abroad at NYUAD; there are students here in the Coalition who are interested in doing more than research, but right now, this is the most tangible thing we can do. Again, examples of potential initiatives include the creation of a J-term course open to students from NYUNY and NYUAD, creation of courses co-taught by students and faculty here, or a course that has field work over spring break. As students continue to study abroad, they could tap into resources that would allow these initiatives to expand.
Andrew Ross, SCA/Coalition for Fair Labor, NYU

-2005/2006: Plans for NYUAD announced publicly; HRW had written letters to John Sexton, the Guggenheim, and the Louvre urging them to guarantee labor rights conditions, but there was no response, so we felt it was better to have an internal coalition; the NYU AAUP chapter was urging NYU to have faculty on tenured track, rather than contracted faculty, which is the standard abroad

The national AAUP (American Association of University Professors) included a provision for first time in its history regarding fair working conditions for non-instructional employees"; shortly thereafter, the Coalition for Fair Labor was established to ensure adherence to the Code of Conduct regarding fair labor based on classic codes devised by workers’s rights consortium and supply chains for NYU apparel

-NYU is a member of the 180 universities adherent to Code of Conduct; devised in student-faculty senate 

-2009: Faculty issued statement saying they would observe UAE labor laws; criticized as toothless by coalition and HRW

-2010: NYU issues Statement of Labor Values (stronger support for labor rights than in 2009)

-Labor laws are only as good as their enforcement; in the US, we have decent labor laws, but the Department of Labor does not have enough inspectors and oftentimes, employers do not adhere.

-Independent labor monitoring is necessary because government does not monitor; the Worker Rights Consortium is the most appropriate group because NYU is a member

-NYU did not trust outside labor monitoring; this caused alarm signal because you do not want a labor monitor with a conflict of interest; Mott MacDonald fulfilled those criteria for the alarm signal; Mott had not history of _____ over the next few years, Mott turned in reports that painted a fairly rosy picture about compliance to labor laws; these reports contradicted HRW, the Gulf Labor Coalition, the Guardian article, and the NYTimes after these organizations/publications discovered violations of NYU’s fair labor values; the administration did not really respond until the accumulating evidence hit the front page of the NYTimes; Sexton calls these “mere allegations” and described migrant workers as his “friends.”

-While I agree with Justin’s comments about exceptionalism and positionality, there is an issue that is problematic across NYU’s global network (again, the labor monitor in Shanghai was not qualified and fell down on the job; efforts by the AAUP to get info from NYU Shanghai were ignored or deflected; this is an institutional/ structural problem with the administration across the GNU; when NYU anywhere screws up, we all take the hit.

-What are the lessons? 

1) NYU is not unlike many other employers; it drives a hard bargain with existing unions; has a reputation as union buster; does not listen to faculty and students within NYU; only really responds to top-level exposure/newspaper exposure

2) Important to acknowledge that all changes have come from students and faculty; There would not have been a Statement of Labor Values at AD and Shanghai without the pressure of the Coalition; there might not hav been tenture track faculty without the AAUP; and there might not be a suitable replacement for Mott MacDonald unless we have faculty and student pressure; praise for Justin, Kimi, Martin, and others for standing up and filling that void in leadership; importance of involving students and faculty more in compliance structure at NYUAD

3) ^These efforts do not obviate the need for an independent labor monitor to oversee the labor process; we cannot do self-monitoring; one of the things we can hopefully agree on is how to push the effort forward and intervene in the process of appointing a truly independent labor monitor
Jess Champagne: History of Corporate Self-Monitoring and Independent Monitoring

2000: launch of WRC (Worker Rights Consortium --> 180 universities that have trusted us to engage in; produce publicly available reports about what we find in factories that make clothes for university apparel; does not take money from corporations or unions; core work is with university apparel, but we have also have done investigations in the service sector, electronics, seafood processing

-History of the failure of corporate self-monitoring: when companies come under scrutiny, they forestall any real consequences by instituting self-monitoring of their practices because they do not want to spend the money needed to correct practices (appearance of effort toward labor compliance); they focus on documents rather than workers’ testimonies. Ex: In Honduras, we worked on case for Russell Athletic; according to workers, there had been harassment and abusive comments. Russell brought in a for-profit firm that would do a document review; they assessed meeting notes, complaints filed with government agencies, and correspondence, but the threats that workers complained about in testimonies were not written down. Fair labor association brought in and realized allegations were legitimate.
-In investigating claims of labor malpractice, there is a need to ensure the confidentiality of worker testimony; we need to keep confidential that the interview occurred at all; need to interview workers offsite and not at company housing, places where anonymity can be protected; build trust over time; stay involved after abuses are identified; continue pressing company to fix violations; stay in touch with workers to ensure there is not retaliation and that new violations do not pop up

-Companies have incentives to not comply to labor standards. Ex: Despite years of a company monitoring payrolls, there is long-term lack of compliance; company may issue recommendations that do not address the issues: i.e. might claim there is more training for new supervisors, but does not 
compensate workers

-For-hire firms do not do work necessary to engage company in full remediation

-WRC is special since they do not accept money from corporations or unions, so they have true independence to work with laborers and local organizations, etc.
Martin Klimke, Associate Professor of History, NYUAD

Martin Klimke: Joined AD in 2011-12

-Idea of NYUAD emerging; we need to educate ourselves on each others’ perspectives on realities at NYU

-Perspectives from AD: In aftermath of the guardian and NYTimes; What I consider robust infrastructure needed to get on issue of labor; compliance structure significantly reorganized and restructured in last year

-2 issues:

1) Compliance structure

2) Information
-We are getting many of the contracts (all of Tamkeen’s contracts will be over so it can be transferred to independent monitoring)

-We at NYUAD do not have the same views of leadership (that individuals on the square do); our provost and other leading administrators are bringing meaningful change in infrastructure

-Compliance Working Group that has faculty representation; Faculty Advisory Committee on Labor; adult educational opportunity; domestic labor . . .

-Local . . .

-In the past few months, there has been an extremely intense discussion on campus on the issue of labor; labor is a significant issue for building this community; the issue of labor is an issue of compliance, welfare, and treating our workers with the same respect that we treat each other

-Administration has been extremely supportive

Erum Raza, Office of Compliance and Risk Management, NYUAD: Monitoring and Compliance at NYUAD

-One member of NYU administration at discussion

-She has been living in AD for the past 7 years; has seen a lot of change in terms of labor in AD

-Overview: NYUAD labor compliance program, labor standards, governance and oversight, monthly interviews of contractor staff, audits, reporting, review and investigation of where complaints come from

-History of labor compliance at NYUAD: 

1) Statement of labor values (public)

2) 14 points-->came about in 2009-2010

3) Code of Conduct: confidential document that operationalizes labor standards (came into being in 2013).
- Statement of labor values in place since 2009: has changed as university’s conduct and the context in which we operate has changed; NYUAD has transitioned from large construction project into operational phase, domestic employment project

-Domestic employment project:

1) Provide information to faculty and staff to improve 

2) Programming for domestic workers on and off-site, 

3) ?

-Office of Compliance and Risk Management provides compliance monitoring and standards and advice to leadership; in terms of compliance monitoring, oversight, and advice, other groups are also involved

-Current head of staff includes 6 people; other individuals are employed in investigation, auditing, background, human resources, and risk management (many of these people speak languages relevant to work we do)

1st committee: Faculty Advisory Committee: faculty and staff (including Erum): talk about issues and provide advice to senior leadership

2: Task force on adult education

3: Compliance Working Group: joint NYUAD and ?? group
4: NYUAD Audit Committee: joint team of government and NYUAD leadership

5: Independent compliance monitor

-Office of Compliance conducts monthly interviews (approximately 30 interviews of contracted staff per month (security guards, bookstore employees, transportation employees, etc.) 11? Faculty participants and 16? other staff: all people who conduct these interviews must go through training for these interviews; purpose of these interviews are to foster an environment for confidential disclosure, in a safe place, building long-term relationships; these interviews can range from 45 minutes-2 hours and are conducted in English or workers’ native language; main purpose is to encourage compliance with labor standards

-This academic year, we conducted 225 interviews with NYU employees

-Audit of NYUAD contract staff and contract staff accommodations: passport, visas, salary (paid on time, paid right amount)


Purpose of audit: to verify complaints from monthly interviews and develop 
first-hand knowledge of living conditions of employees


Highlights: collaborative sight visits with Mott McDonald, faculty on one 
discussion; ensure they (suppliers?) are communicating properly with their staff

-Contract monitoring: coordinate with our department with suppliers (whoever they want to do business with); ensure that they adhere to our code of conduct; talk to them about code of conduct and that they understand the code of conduct before they even submit a proposal; happens at multiple times throughout process 

-How we review and investigate complaints: our office receives complaints through monthly interview and walk-ins and anonymous complaint reporting line on NYUAD intranet; contracted staff not excluded; this is reiterate at monthly interview; investigate every complaint we receive, many times related to social welfare

Q, Sasha: Why has there not been talk about reparations for workers in construction of campus?

Q, freedom of association: Pushing for change is gradual, but with regard to operational staff, to what extent has there been a push to allow for freedom of association within NYUAD campus?  Compliance reports talk about indicator of compliance, but talk very little about freedom of association

A, Erum: in many ways, this is a very tolerant country when it comes to religion. Having conducted 235 interviews this year, in all these interviews, we have had 1 complaint related to religion. 
Freedom of association: there are no labor unions on campus; there are avenues for laborers to list grievances; any suppliers must come through our office before beginning business with NYU; institutions in place for laborers to communicate grievances related to living conditions, health insurance coverage; no freedom of association, but mechanisms in place to address issues

Klimke:  issue of reparation
Sean, co-author of Guardian investigation, co-author of NYTimes investigation 
October 2013, 3000 of your workers disappeared for two days; many were jailed, many beaten, 200 deported; Sean has been deported for independent monitoring, so what has changed since then?

A, Erum: We do have independent investigation ongoing (confidential); pending release of report in 2015, we will know more. Certain that this is the first time that anyone from NYUAD from Office of Compliance has spoken to anyone in the public; first time Office of Compliance was mentioned publicly was by Clinton at commencement in 2014; in terms of changes, things have changed and our compliance regime has evolved, but much of this has existed since 2009; construction to operational model, but in terms of compliance system itself, there have not been significant changes other than what I mentioned before. 

Klimke: Faculty is now directly involved in compliance monitoring; we are handing out pamphlets (direct contact) within campus, so there have been significant changes on campus since then.

Erum: Another way our contracts have changed (risk-based approach to all complaints we receive), we are working much more closely with government partners, which fosters more communication and transparency; another thing is that when we get a complaint and respond, we evaluate the risk to every compliant we receive, we evaluate the risk to the worker, and we will investigate it in a particular way based on this risk. The last thing we want is for people to end up in jail or deported; we will protect these individuals; protection for statement of labor standards, 14 points, and code of conduct; they may fall under UAE labor law rather than compliance. 
Clear that if you look at compliance reports, complaints are not related to construction workers at all; it’s not NYU’s responsibility, it’s responsibility of contractors; labor compliance has shifted so we have more access to it (no longer in the construction phase); before, there were a lot of people moving on and off the campus; we now have a comparatively easier situation so we can focus on individual complaints; fair to say that many of us in the faculty look forward to an independent labor monitor; we have faculty representation; this can only be implemented by Tamkeen.
Andrew: Thank you, first time compliance team has taken initiative to respond to general public (rather than using a public relations office to respond)

If we only have employees of this university monitor, then we have a huge public relations problem. For many of us, restoring our reputation is something we need. Until we have an independent monitor in place, we cannot tell the public that there has been fundamental change

-If there were more faculty and student representation on this committee (i.e. from NY and Shanghai), there could be more change

1) Ease of access (Justin mentioned): Personal experience as part of Gulf Labor team reflects experience of independent investigative teams who go to island labor camps (far from Saadiyat); that’s where laborers are most inclined to talk about their experiences; the further they are from labor sights, the more likely they are to be candid. The farther the distance from campus, the more monitoring should be done.

2) Issue more than issue of compliance; it’s about total human welfare (as Martin mentioned; not just about restoration of reputation); NYUAD is not an island within the global network; as advocacy/militant researchers, we do welcome idea for cross-campus research aimed at reforming the labor regime as a whole

Q: Are any of these interviews available for the public?

Q: It seems unusual that the code of conduct is confidential; I understand that you cannot disclose contacts, but why not disclose the code of conduct? Would NYU consider making the code of conduct public?

A, Erum: Regarding public access to interviews, no because the employer could potentially find out about the interview (maintenance of confidentiality; maintained in university files)

-Regarding confidentiality of the Code of Conduct, good observation; most universities have at least portions of it on their website, but many institutions that have a public Code of Conduct are manufacturing companies, and our situation is a little different. This is an issue of administration. Code of Conduct contains sensitive information, information about salaries (security and transportation contract salaries), related skill sets, responsibilities (one person at lower salary than another); all of this is embedded in the Code of Conduct. It is possible that one day we can release parts of our Code of Conduct; again, this is an issue of administration.

Erum: Correction; I am not the first person from the Compliance Office to speak publicly … in terms of transparency, we will be as transparent as we can; a lot of this must be confidential

Klimke: 

1) Self-monitoring cannot be the answer (issue of trust); within the community, we must build up trust

2) In terms of general welfare: it is not meant to deflect from the issue that we must get on top of the things happening locally; we as academics have a meaningful position (including programming)(comprehensive and meaningful discussion with NY, and potentially across the GNU)

3) Many of the things people have said are available in the minutes of the faculty governance committees (important in addition to established faculty governance structure in NY)

Moderator: Paula Chakravartty, Coalition for Fair Labor, Associate Professor (Gallatin, Steinhardt):
-Question about the numbers of workers in the operational workforce: number will decrease

-Totally operational campus; numbers of workers will plateau and decrease on a weekly basis; some numbers do change based on needs of project; construction contracts are generally two years, and there is a two-year window for damages to be repaired; dining, facilities management, security, transportation will all likely plateau; construction contract numbers will decrease

