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Reinserting labor
into the Iraqi
Ministry of Labor
and Social Affairs

Craig Davis

The U.S. Department of Labor hasbeen
actively involved in the reconstruction
of Irag. During the summer of 2003, As-
sistant Secretary for Policy Chris Spear
served as Coalition Provisional Author-
ity (CPA) senior advisor tothelragi Min-
istry of Labor and Social Affairs
(MOLsA). Elissa Pruett acted as senior
press officer in Strategic Communica-
tion at CPA. Later that summer, the
Department’s Bureau of International
Labor Affairs(ILAB) assigned metoCPA,
followed in the fall by James Rude, se-
nior international program manager.
Both of usacted aslabor advisorsto the
Iragi Ministry. InJanuary 2004, the De-
partment sent trial attorney Wade Green
to Baghdad, where he served as Attor-
ney—Commercial Law Reform Group,
and where, among other things, he
worked to revise the Iragi Labor Code.

Inadditionto personnel assignments,
the ILAB alsofunded a$5-million project
designed to demobilize, rehabilitate, and
reintegrate former Iragi soldiers within
the framework of a larger workforce
development program. This grant was
the cornerstone of Iragi labor reform
beginning in August 2003. For most of
2004, up to nine U.S. Department of
Labor-funded international consultants
worked at the Ministry daily, providing
technical assistance and building the
capacity of the Labor Directorate within
MOLSA.

Craig Davis served as an international educa-
tion program specialist in the Bureau of Inter-
national Labor Affairs, U.S. Department of
Labor from 2002 to 2005. The views ex-
pressed in this article are solely those of the
author and do not reflect the official positions
of the U.S. Department of Labor or the Coali-
tion Provisional Authority.
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The Ba’ athist legacy in the Ministry of
Labor and Social Affairs. The“Labor”
component within MOLSA—the entity of
the Ministry with the mandate of secur-
ingworkers' rightsand training and pre-
paring the workforce for the labor mar-
ket—suffered severely during the last
decadesunder the Ba athist regime. The
MOLSA wasunderfunded, receivedlittle
political attention, and was afflicted by
widespread corruption and lethargy.
Low institutional capacity onthe part of
the staff and leadership was wide-
spread.! Skilled civil service workers
and professional management gravitated
toward themore prestigious, better-paid
government jobs in the military and the
foreign service. For example, a voca-
tional trainer with 15 years experience
in the Ministry of Military Industries?
earned approximately the equivalent of
$100 per month, while an equally quali-
fied counterpart at MOLSA would earn
between $6 (Social Welfare) and $25
(Socia Security).® Management con-
sisted of little morethan endless bureau-
cratic paperwork, while decision-mak-
ing entailed top-down dictatorial orders
barked by ahigh-level Ba athist official
intimidating his (all top management
were men) staff into submission for fear
of some type of punishment? Initiative
and critical thinking were not rewarded.
As aresult, through the spring of 2003,
capacity, diligence, and resourceful ness
were not plentiful at MOLSA.

Historical background

Before the war in 2003, the Ministry of
Labor and Social Affairs consisted of
four departments or directorates
(dawar): Social Welfare, Social Secu-
rity, Prisons, and Administration
(diwan). Socia Welfare provided ben-
efits to about 68,000 widows, orphans,
and disabled Iragis. This figure—
capped by Saddam Hussein—Iimited
the number of beneficiariesto afraction
of those who qualified while strategi-
cally discriminating against the needy,
particularly those in the Shiite south.
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Social Welfare also was responsible for
anumber of social care ingtitutions, in-
cluding rehabilitation centersfor thedis-
abled and orphanages. Social Security
operated a private pension system that
paid retirement benefits to some 18,000
recipients. Within Social Security was
avocational training unit that had train-
ing facilities in 5 cities in the southern
15 governorates. The Prisons Depart-
ment was responsible for the nation’s
prisons, including the infamous Abu
Gharib prison outside of Baghdad.
(This department was removed from
MOLSA in the summer of 2003). Al-
though each of the pillars housed sepa-
rate offices, such as engineering, fi-
nance, legal, and auditing, the
Administration Department was a re-
dundant bureaucratic body comprising
parallel offices that functioned as an
overlapping and cumbersome oversight
or coordination mechanism. Inessence,
due to corruption, apathy, incompe-
tence, and bureaucracy, theMinistry was
largely dysfunctional. Fundingfailedto
reach the governorates; social welfare
benefits were paid to but a fraction of
those who qualified; malnourished and
neglected children languished in or-
phanages while salaries were paid to
ghost employees; contracts were di-
verted to Ministry engineers and other
officers and their families; and corrupt
officialstook money targeted for, or de-
manded bribes from, the most vulner-
able Iragi populations: widows, or-
phans, and the disabled.

Employment centers. The 1987 Labor
Code designated MOLSA as the mecha-
nism to provide employment services
and vocational training to unemployed
Iragis® In theory, employment centers
(marakaz al-tashghil) had existed since
1971 seeking to fill government vacan-
cies. At one point, Baghdad had three
employment centers. The Labor Code
expanded this mandate for MOLSA by
extending its obligation to match
jobseekers with private-sector jobs.
MOLSA employment centerswerelegally
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responsible for registering jobseekers.
Employers were obligated to announce
job vacancies through the employment
centers. If the centersfailed to respond
within 15 days, the employer was free
to hireworkersoutsidethe centersSAc-
cording to the law, jobseekers were to
be selected in chronological order, not
merit” The centers were also respon-
sible for providing work permitsto for-
eign workers® Employment services—
such as employment training, career
counseling, or other servicesfor unem-
ployed workers—werenot articulated in
the Labor Code as part of the employ-
ment center mandate.

In practice, however, MOLSA's em-
ployment centers during that period
failed to match jobseekers with private-
or public-sector vacancies. Government
hiring was a product of nepotism and
corruption. By thetimethe Labor Code
becamelaw in 1987, jobseekers had lost
al faithinmoLsA’ semployment centers
and no longer made any effort to regis-
ter for jobs there. By the early 1990s,
just one of the original three MOLSA
employment centers in Baghdad re-
mained open—and only as atoken dis-
play of government effort to assist the
unemployed. None of the centersacross
the country any longer made an effort to
secure employment for jobseekers; they
merely made attemptsto record govern-
ment positionsfilled, aprocessthat was
also eventually abandoned. By 2003,
the primary purpose of the centers was
to authorize work permits to foreign
workers. The entire Baghdad employ-
ment center consisted of five workers,
whileMinistry officesin most other gov-
ernorates (or provinces) had only one or
two officias, if any. While unemploy-
ment reached an estimated 50 percent
after the 1991 Gulf War,® jobseekers had
no official government office to which
they could turn for assistance. Thesur-
est way to secure employment in lrag
wasto rely on favors from friends, fam-
ily, or tribe members (a process still
popular today).

54  Monthly Labor Review  June 2005

Vocational training: Despite the man-
dates established in the Labor Code,
during the last several years of Saddam
Hussein's rule, the regime had little in-
terest in providing vocational training
through MOLSA asameansof job prepa-
rationfor Iragi jobseekers. MOLSA’svo-
cational training program had weakened
over theyearsunder the Social Security
Department. The Ministry’scompound
on Palestine Street in Baghdad was com-
mandeered by the Ministry of Military
Industries. Instead of computer-skills
training for the unemployed, Hussein’s
military machine taught chemical engi-
neering. In place of air-conditioner re-
pair instruction, the compound pro-
duced or assembled Rocket Propelled
Grenade (RPG) cylinders. Rather than
housing auto repair equipment, the cen-
ter stored Scud missile nosecones.

Emerging from the rubble. By the
spring of 2003, the MOLSA was in
shambles. Decadesof Ba' athist oppres-
sion, an economy severely crippled by
8 years of the Iran-lraq War (1980-88),
the devastation of the Persian Gulf War
in 1991, and 12 years of subsequent
U.N. sanctions had brought the Minis-
try to its knees. Any semblance of a
ministry functioning to provide protec-
tion and services for Iragi workers was
athing of thepast. Thefinal blow tothe
labor function at the Ministry came af-
ter the regime’s fall in April 2003, as
looters took to the streets on a path of
pillage and destruction. TheMinistry’s
buildings were gutted; equipment
hauled off; wiring stripped from the
wallsfor copper; records burned (some
by the staff itself); vehiclesstolen; light
fixtures and air conditioners removed;
glassbroken; and booksand documents
strewn about. All that remained of
MOLSA’s vocational training center in
Baghdad were shells of buildings; tool-
making equipment too heavy to haul
away; palletsof Scud missilenosecones;
barrels of gun powder; and crates of RPG
cylinders.

Implementing a new strategy

Workforce development. Just as
MOLSA’ sinfrastructureand facilitieshad
to be rehabilitated in order to raise the
physical structures from the rubble of
Saddam Hussein's legacy, so too the
human capacity of the Ministry needed
revitalization and an injection of fresh
ideas, approaches, and training.

In the summer of 2003, the CPA advi-
sors to MOL SA faced the daunting chal -
lenge of how best to invest in human
capital at theMinistry. BecausetheCPA'’s
De-Ba athification policy entailed re-
leasing the top three layers of manage-
ment from service, the Ministry was|eft
with a staff with unproven leadership
and inexperienced management. The
first step for theCPA advisorswasto as-
sessthe management, professional, and
technical capacity of thelraqi staff. The
advisorsquickly |earned that the poten-
tial for capacity building fromwithinthe
Ministry was poor. During the summer
of 2003, for instance, the Ministry’ stop
information technology director left a
shipment of new computers donated by
USAID intheir boxesfor 2 weeksbecause
he was unable to solve the problem of
how to adapt a European plug to a
Middle Eastern outlet. (The solution
was to purchase a $1 adapter readily
available in the market.)

Theexisting staff membersthat dem-
onstrated the most initiative and prom-
ise were often women, who had been
marginalized under the former regime.
Although cultural and religious biases
routinely stood in the way of women's
careers, the CPA advisors made strong
efforts to move a handful of talented
women into strategic supervisory posi-
tions within the Ministry. Three newly
promoted female MOLSA officialsvisited
Washington, DC, in October 2003 to at-
tend workforce development training
courses and visit one-stop employment
centers.

Nonetheless, there was simply not
enough talent at MOLSA to undertake a



multi-million dollar workforce develop-
ment program across Iragq. Steps were
taken to recruit young, strong, and
skilled Iragis—most of which were col-
lege graduates who had not been cor-
rupted by the system—in both the pri-
vate and public sectors. These
dedicated Iragis were hired and trained
inIrag and Jordan, and mentored by in-
ternational consultantsat the Ministry.
The International Organization for Mi-
gration—implementing agency for the
U.S. Labor Department grant—con-
ducted training in Amman, Jordan, for
some 130 MOLSA employees—hboth
men and women—and two Iragi staff
members attended International Labor
Organization (LO) training in Turin,
Italy, in the fal of 2003. Beginning in
the winter of 2004, the CPA staff estab-
lished an inhouse training program for
MOLSA staff. A widevariety of manage-
ment skills and ethics, computer skills,
English as a foreign language, and la-
bor-reporting systems courseswere pro-
vided to labor officialsin Baghdad and
other governorates. By late spring of
that year, nine U.S. Labor Department-
funded international consultants had
launched aprogram to build capacity of
(and to mentor) Iragis through the end
of theyear.

Before the war, there was no labor
department (or directorate) within
MOLSA. Vocational training and em-
ployment centers (aswell asadysfunc-
tional wage regulatory committee) fell
under the Social Security Department.
Key labor components of employment
services—such as matching jobseekers
with vacancies in both for the private
and public sector, career counseling, and
referral services—simply did not exist.
Therefore, one major goal of the CPA
advisory staff wasto establish an inde-
pendent Labor Department at MOLSA
that would be responsible for labor-re-
lated issues. Asaresult, inthespring of
2004 the MOLSA Labor Department was
formed with a separate revised Iraqi
budget of $14 million to improve em-

ployment centers, vocational education,
and support other labor programs.

A key element in the CPA’s strategy
for the Labor Department since the fall
of 2003 had been the establishment of
28 employment service centers across
the country. Unlike employment cen-
tersduring the Saddam Hussein era, the
new centers would provide valuable
employment servicesto Iraqgis, such as
matching jobseekers with immediate
employment opportunities; career
counseling; and referralsfor jobseekers
tovocational and technical training, re-
habilitation (for demobilized military
and militia), and other services, when-
ever possible. By the end of May 2004,
MOLSA had opened centers in 18 cit-
ies—Amarah, Baghdad, Baqubah,
Basrah, Diwaniyya, Fallujah, Irbil,
Khanagin, Kirkuk, Mosul, Najaf,
Karbalah, Kut, Nasariyyah, Ramadi,
Samawah, Sulaymaniyyah, and Tikrit—
and had secured funding for theremain-
ing 10 centers.l?

MOLSA also initiated a plan to reha-
bilitate, equip, staff, and provide train-
ing for Iraq’s six existing vocational
training centers, and 26 additional train-
ing centersacrossthe country. Inaddi-
tion to the traditional vocational train-
ing classes in electronics, household
appliance and auto repair, welding, ma-
chinetool technology, and construction
skills, MOLSA expanded itscurriculumto
include sewing, Englishasaforeignlan-
guage, remedial and accelerated learn-
ing, and computer-skillstraining. By the
end of May 2004, six training centers
were operating, and funding for the re-
mainder had been secured.!*

In addition, cPA and MOLSA suc-
ceeded in establishing anumber of other
mechanisms to secure worker rights,
training, and opportunities for workers
before the transition. They opened the
nation’s first child labor unit, first on-
the-job training program, first labor sta-
tisticsoffice, first career counseling unit,
and first veterans' services program—
all programsintheir infancy andin need
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of technical assistance and capacity
building.

Security. In the best of times, the re-
building of the Iragi Ministry of Labor
and establishing such an aggressive
workforce development program would
have been achallenge. Since the sum-
mer of 2003, however, Iraq has pre-
sented a most difficult implementing
environment. The simplest of tasks
proved frustratingly complicated, diffi-
cult, and dangerous. For instance, re-
strictions imposed by UNSECOORD (the
Office of the U.N. Security Coordina-
tor)—asaresult of the August 19, 2003,
bombing of the U.N. headquarters in
Baghdad that killed 22 people—have
severely impeded access to Iraq for
U.N. international staff. The Interna-
tional Labor Organization and the In-
ternational Organization for Migration,
two of MOLSA’s most active partners,
have been unable to send international
experts to Iraq since September 2003.
Training, the implementation of pro-
grams, and capacity building, therefore,
must be conducted by “remote control”
from Amman, Jordan, or halted entirely.

Ironically, MOLSA, the Iragi mecha-
nism legally responsible for monitoring
and enforcing labor laws, became a cu-
rious microcosm of workforce-related
violence and threats that plagued the
country on alarger scale. Beginningin
the fall of 2003, a series of violent inci-
dentsstruck MOLSA. Inthepresence of
aCPA military lieutenant, a former Iraqgi
intelligence officer threatened to kill the
director of the Baqubah Employment
Center if the director failed to resolve
an employment dispute. A few weeks
later when no resolution was forthcom-
ing, two of the director’ s brotherswere
attacked—and one was killed—alleg-
edly by the same former intelligence
officer. On October 26, 2003, two mor-
tars directly hit the Al-Rashid Hotel
room of ILAB’stwo CPA Labor advisors
to MOLSA—Jim Rudeand myself. Both
of uswere injured in the attack. Rude
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underwent emergency surgery for ase-
rious injury to his left arm and was
evacuated to Germany and then back to
the United States.

After months of warningsto blow up
the Minister’ sresidence at the Shaheen
Hotel in Baghdad, terrorists finally
made good on their threats in January
2004. TheMinister survived acar bomb
driven into the hotel, but one of his
bodyguards and two other guests did
not. Later that spring, a number of
jobseekers raided the Al-Amarah em-
ployment center, broke into the
director’s home, and threatened hislife
if they werenot givenjobs. Anemploy-
ment center staff member in Fallujah
was killed in April under unclear cir-
cumstances. A MOLSA official whowas
instrumental in opening 18 employment
centers across the country was tempo-
rarily reassigned from Baghdad for his
own protection after receiving a series
of death threats. A number of attackers,
presumably trying to flush the official
out, assassinated his mother and one
brother, wounding a second brother,
while on their way to school. Onarou-
tine visit of an employment center in
Mosul on March 14, 2004, my convoy
of three white Land Cruisers was am-
bushed by insurgents. A Kurdish liai-
son was killed, and his driver was in-
jured. Only through the quick action
taken by my Iragi bodyguardsand driver
did | survive.

Labor Code reform. Inthefall of 2003,
the cPA undertook an efforttorevisethe
1987 Labor Code, in order to encour-
age foreign investment and to protect
worker rights. The final product was a
CPA revision closely resembling U.S. la-
bor law.*? Thisversion addressed most
of the shortcomings of the 1987 Labor
Code, such asconcernsover childlabor,
freedom of association, and unioniza-
tion in the public sector. Early in the
spring of 2004, MOLSA in cooperation
with thelLO began drafting asecond re-
vision based on the 1987 Labor Code.
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TheiLo final product was presented to
CPA inlate spring. Because of time con-
straints, CPA was unable to secure an
agreement by al parties, including the
Iragi Governing Council, on afina ver-
sion before the June transition date.
Therefore, upon transition, CPA handed
to the Iragi Interim Government a copy
of the CPA revision as alegislative pro-
posal with the hope that the newly
elected government in 2005 would act
upon and pass this version, or a very
similar version. As a result, the 1987
Labor Code, with all its shortcomings,
is till in effect.

Fortunately, a number of measures
taken by cPA and the Iragi Governing
Council have helped secure worker
rights. For instance, Order 89 signed
into law in May 2004 amends the 1987
Labor Code by securing the minimum
age for working children at 15; forbid-
ding hazardous types of work for chil-
dren until 18 years of age; and prohibit-
ing the worst forms of child labor. 3 Ar-
ticle 13 of the Interim Constitution, or
theTransitional AdministrativeLaw, se-
cures the right of association and free-
dom to form unions.4

Unemployment. With estimates of un-
employment rates up to 65 percent cir-
culating about, the Ministry of
Planning’'s Central Statistics Organiza-
tion undertook an unemployment study
based on ahousehold survey sample of
24,900 families in the last quarter of
2003. According to the resulting Report
of the Employment and Unemployment
Survey Results for 2003 published in
January 2004, unemployment in Iraq for
2003 averaged 28.1 percent (not includ-
ing Kurdistan) and underemployment
23.5 percent. The survey was not with-
out shortcomings. For instance, the
study did not include the three Kurdish
governoratesin the north, where unem-
ployment is relatively low. Moreover,
the unemployment rateincluded minors,
ages 15to 17.% |t is also unclear how
the study measured some 750,000 Ira-

giswho currently receive salariesor sti-
pends, such as state-owned enterprise
workersand former military. Thisgroup
constitutesabout 10 to15 percent of the
workforce.

Despite these shortcomings, the re-
port remainsthe only reliable source for
unemployment statisticsfor the country
through December 2003. Because this
report was not widely circulated, other
less reliable unemployment estimates,
ranging from 20 percent to 65 percent,
continue to surface in the media. The
following estimates demonstrate the
range of such reports:

Based on an eclectic analysis
of various estimated figures,
CPA'’s Private Sector Develop-
ment office estimated Iraqi
unemployment at approxi-
mately 20 percent.t®

The United Nations/World

Bank Joint Needs Assessment,
published in October 2003, es-
timated 50 percent of the labor
forceto be unemployed or un-
deremployed, the same figure
as beforethewar.’

The International Labor
Organization’s own needs as-
sessment estimated unemploy-
ment at 60-65 percent (4.5-5.2
million) of the workforce.

Both of thelatter assessmentswerebased
on gross estimates and failed to takeinto
account the stipends and salaries being
paid to some 500,000 state-owned enter-
prise workers and some 250,000 former
military, many of whom are already work-
ing elsewhere.® Inaddition, theseassess-
ments did not include the new jobs cre-
ated in reconstruction efforts, emerging
private sector, new government hires, and
the informal sector employment.
MOLSA’snewly-formed Labor Statis-
tics Office primarily reports on employ-
ment secured through its centers and



does not conduct unemployment stud-
ies. However, it hasundertakenitsown
survey of jobseekerswho enter employ-
ment service centers across the coun-
try. Inthisway, MOLSA has determined
that approximately 44.7 percent of
jobseekers registering for job opportu-
nities at the Baghdad Employment Ser-
vices Center are already employed full
time elsewhere. In fact, the Baghdad
center has experienced an unexpected
phenomenon: the center cannot fill al
available job vacancies. In the absence
of further scientific data, and taking into
account the lower unemployment in
Kurdistan, it is not unreasonable to
imagine that an accurate jobless rate of
the Iragi workforce ranges between 20
and 28 percent. In sum, while unem-
ployment is high and a source of major
concern, it may not be as extreme as
commonly reported.

Challengesin the evolving
Iragi labor market

Asisthe case with unemployment esti-
mates, the paucity of solid labor market
dataand information in the decade or so
leading up to the 2003 war serves as an
obstacleto adequate analysisinthe cur-
rent environment. During that period,
most employment comprised govern-
ment or state-owned enterprise (SOE)
workers, as well as family-owned small
and medium-size enterprises, most of
which were in the informal sector.

The SOEs are government-subsi-
dized industries, often referred to as
mixed businesses? Theindustries—
such as concrete, chemical, textile,
carpet, and others—produced ser-
vices or goods primarily for govern-
ment consumption. The potential of
many to survive in the emerging pri-
vate sector is questionable. In order
to surviveasindependent profit-mak-
ing establishments able to compete
with foreign enterprises in foreign or
domestic markets, most SOEs needed
an infusion of capital; reconstruction
and revitalization of equipment and

resources due to looting or disrepair;
and restructuring and modernization
of management, staffing, and produc-
tion techniques. But with bloated
workforces (approximately 500,000),
it became politically unpopular—if
not untenable—to restructure the
SOEs—including the privatization of
some viable SOEs—in such away that
might threaten social stability by pos-
sible layoffs or firing of workers.
Thus, throughout 2004, the CPA de-
cided to pay soE workersfull salaries,
whether or not they came to work. As
a result, many SOEs today operate be-
low capacity or not at all. Many en-
terprises produce no goods, while
workers remain at home collecting
salaries or, asis often the case, have
taken second jobs and earn additional
salaries.

Beginning in 1995, the United Na-
tions developed a Public Distribution
System—commonly referred to as the
food basket—which essentially pro-
vided basic staples to all Iragis each
month.2! The U.N. funded the food bas-
ket with Oil-for-Food revenues, and the
former Ba' athist government was only
too happy to assume credit for feeding
the entire Iragi public. Thefood basket
coupled with areliance on government
positionsin the SOES, public sector jobs,
and armed services fed into a public
perception that the socialist government
was ultimately responsible for provid-
ing livelihoods for all Iragis. The un-
derlying public sentiment that govern-
ment must provide sustenancetotheen-
tire Iragi population has proven alarge
obstacle for MOLSA employment centers
attempting to match jobseekerswith va-
canciesintheprivate sector. Theover-
whelming majority of jobseekers have
little or no interest in private-sector
jobs. When filling out jobseeker forms,
middle age Iragisroutinely refusetoin-
clude any previous work experience.
For Iragis, work experience only means
government work experience. Most Ira-
gisseenovalueinlisting experiencein
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the private sector. When private com-
panies contact unemployed lragis
through the MOL SA centersfor potential
interviews, the jobseekers often simply
refuse. Unless this public perception
that the government is ultimately re-
sponsible for the welfare of all Iragisis
overcome, the transition to an open,
democratic market economy will face
serious difficulties.

Wages. Another issue contributing to
the evolving labor market is the rapid
increasein salaries. Despite reportsto
the contrary,? salaries in Irag, by and
large, have spiked since the end of the
wa.?? During the last years of Saddam
Hussein's rule, as mentioned above,
some experienced and trained govern-
ment employees earned as little as $6
per month. Typical salaries for un-
skilled laborers in the private sector
ranged between $5 and $10 per month,
while professionalsmade aslittle as $30
per month.2 The CPA, lraqi security
forces, Iragi government, and interna-
tional contractorshaveincreased wages
substantially across the board. But
while the purchasing power of many
Iragisisincreasing rapidly, and spend-
ing on consumer goods—such ashome
appliances, clothes, cell phones, satel-
lite dishes, and jewelry—may reach
record highs, the new pay scalesarere-
sulting in many huge complicationsin
the labor market.

Unfilled positions. The dynamics of
unemployment and employment in Irag
are extremely complicated and deserve
careful study. Increased wages, for in-
stance, while a welcomed devel opment
for Iragi workers, has created complica-
tions in the labor market. While there
aresimply not enough jobsto go around,
the Iragi officials at the Baghdad Em-
ployment Services Center havebeenin-
creasingly frustrated by the inability to
fill vacancies. The fact that 44.7 per-
cent of the jobseekers are already em-
ployed full time elsewhere helps explain
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why “unemployed” Iraqgis routinely
refuseto accept employment. But there
are other factors.

One huge obstacle is the predomi-
nate attitude—inculcated from the
former Ba athist regime’'s policies—
that public-sector jobs are superior to
positions in the private sector, an atti-
tude Iraqi Labor officialsare struggling
to change.* MOLSA officials explain
that many Iragi jobseekers believeitis
the government’ s obligation to support
them on the one hand, and the innate
sentiment that government jobsareless
demanding, secure, and permanent on
theother.

The security risks associated with
some positions rendered the jobs unat-
tractive for somelragis. The high-pay-
ing salaries, however, usually offset the
risks. Skilled workers, ranging from
untrained translatorsto engineersinthe
second half of 2003, began drawing
salaries ranging from several hundred
dollars to a few thousand dollars per
month, previously unheard of for nor-
mal Iragis. Similarly high wages were
paid to unskilled workers. Salaries
were so high, in fact, that—despite the
overwhel ming dangers—Ilarge numbers
of Iragis continue to seek and maintain
high-risk jobs. For example, in Janu-
ary 2004, suicide bombers killed some
25 Iragi workers at Assassins' Gate as
they entered the checkpoint into
Baghdad’ s protective compound known
as the Green Zone. Despite this inci-
dent, few of the remaining Iraqi
workforce were deterred. Within a few
days, almost all Iragishad resumed their
duties under cPA. In April, May, and
June, when insurgents began anew pro-
gram of targeted assassinations of Ira-
gis working within the Green Zone,
dozensof innocent Iragiswerefollowed
home and executed. Still, the mgjority
of Iragi workers continued to show up
for work.?® Despite repeated suicide
bombingsand targeted assassi nati ons of
security forces and recruits, jobseekers
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continueto runtherisksof applying for
jobs at recruitment centers.®

A lack of qualified candidates to fill
jobvacancies—suchasthosefor English-
speaking accountants, sales clerks, or
translators—has served asagreat source
of frustration for Iragi MOLSA officials.
Throughout 2004, the Baghdad employ-
ment center failed to fill a number of va-
cancies. Below areunfilled positionsand
reasonsthat candidatesrefused to accept
the employment.

Experienced bricklayers: Sa-
ary of $150 per month. Low
wages.Z

Bank tellers: Salary of $33 per
month. Low wages.

Engineers: Salary of $83 per
month. Low wages.

Unskilled workers in plastic

bag production, vending, met-

alwork shops, and other fields:
Long working hours
(8am. to 57 pm).=®
Low wages $50-$100
per month.2®

Metalworkers: Salary of $133
per month. Low wages, dis-
tancetowork, and no transpor-
tation allowance.*

Unskilled workers for a
newspaper: Cramped work-
ing conditions.

Experienced plumbers: Sdary
of $66 per month. Low wages
and long hours: 8 am.-4 p.m.

Unskilled workers at candy
factories: Salary of $60 per
month. Low wages.

Beauty salon workers: Wages
are 50 percent of customer re-
ceipts: Terms of wages.

Experienced automobile paint-
ers: Salary $66 per month.
Low wages.

Unskilled workersat tailoring
shops:. Terms of wages.

Doctors for private hospital:
Salary of $100-$133 per
month. Working conditions
(doubl e shifts) and low wages.

Administrative assistants:
Salaries of $47 per month.
Low wages and long office
hours.

Pharmacists: Salaries of $166
per month. Low wages.

Salesmanagers, truck drivers,
engineers, technicians: Sala
ries of $50-$66 per month.
Low wages.

Maintenance: Salary of $66
per month. Low wages.

Conflict in the public sector. Increased
wagesalso created conflictsinthepublic
sector in avariety of ways. Government
salarieswereincreased substantialy inthe
summer of 2003 upon the introduction of
afour-tier pay scalethat paid government
workers between $50 and $400 per
month. Thelowest paid government em-
ployees saw an immediate 10-fold in-
creasein their saaries, from $5 to $50 per
month. Otherssaw pay raisesof 15t0 20
times their former salaries®!

In the spring of 2004, for instance,
inexperienced security guards with no
high school education often earned as
much as $200-$250 per month, includ-
ing danger pay, which surpassed that of
many college graduates, creating wide-
spread animosity.®?> lragi government
officials with bachelor’'s degrees com-
plained that salaries should be based on
education, not risk.



By January 2004, in an effort to bring
al ministries in line with a fair and eg-
uitable salary scale—established under
Order 30: Reform of Salaries and Em-
ployment Conditions of the State Em-
ployees—the cPA andthelragi Ministry
of Finance offered an incentive of fur-
ther salary increases of 40 percent to
each ministry willing to adopt the new
system. Again, virtually every govern-
ment worker received some type of a
salary increase; the average increase
was 40 percent.*

Order 30. Unfortunately, theimplemen-
tation of this order resulted, in some
cases, in a near disaster. The motiva-
tion and intent behind the design of the
Order 30 wassound. Thedraftersof the
law had envisioned a system of fair hir-
ing procedures and an 11-grade pay
scalethat established afair and equitable
salary structure for state employees,
with salaries determined by position,
years of service, and performance. (See
table 1.) An employee’'s salary was
based on hisor her gradeonthe 11-scale
tier, which was“ determined by the clas-
sification of the employee’s position.”
Within each grade, there were 10 steps
upon which an employeewould advance
according, in part, to “the employee's
length of service” and in part to his or
her performance.®

Although the letter and spirit of the
law were clear to the CPA ministerial ad-
visorstasked with ensuring each minis-
try adhered to the law, their Iragi coun-
terparts in the ministries saw the lucra-
tive salaries as an opportunity to cash
in. BecausetheMinistry of Finance, not
the Ministry of Labor, had enforcement
responsibilities, MOLSA was not con-
sulted onthelaw’ simplementation. The
instructions for implementation drafted
by Ministry of Finance officials were
based not on the law itself, but on old
Ba athist policiesthat established sala-
ries—not on position or performance,
but simply on years of serviceand level
of education. Worse, the translation of
Order 30 from its original English into
Arabicwas sloppily ambiguous, confus-
ing position, years of service, and per-
formance. Worst of all, most of the Iraqgi
Ministry of Finance officials and other
Ministry counterparts responsible for
implementing the salary reform were
veterans with 20 to 30 years of govern-
ment service themselves; they had no
incentive, interest, or desireto suddenly
adopt a new wage scal e based on posi-
tion or performance.

In the case of MOLSA, the Depart-
ment of Labor officials who actively
implemented the reform according to
theletter and spirit of the law faced sig-
nificant resistance. Because the labor

department had been built from the
ground up in 2004,% most of the man-
agement wereyoung, strong, intelligent,
and dedicated Iragis. This new group
successfully opened 18 functioning
employment centers and six vocational
training centers. But the higher salaries
posed a potential windfall for older, re-
tirement-aged Iraqi officialswho lacked
the capacity and/or desiretolearn or run
the new labor programs, many of whom
had suffered under a coupl e decades of
low pay. Now these older officials—
approaching or surpassing retirement
age—not only refused to retire, but de-
manded top salariesfor themselvesand
their friends. Many threatened thelives
of human resources officers, directors,
and managersif they did not receivetop
salaries. MOFand MOLSA officials, who
by now received top sal ariesthemselves
and feared a violent backlash, had ev-
erythingtolose, and nothingto gain, by
supporting theletter and spirit of Order
30.

A casein pointisthe new generation
of talented | ragi managers at the nascent
Department of Labor who established
and ran the nation’s employment and
training programs by communicating
through moderntechnology: sending E-
mail attachments acrossthe globe; mas-
tering sophisticated reporting systems,
Excel spread sheets, and PowerPoint

ICLCHM Monthly salaries of state employees in Iraq
[in thousands of Iraqi dinars (000)]
Grade Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5 Step 6 Step 7 Step 8 Step 9 Step 10
Super A... 2,250 2,233 2,316 2,400 2,483 2,566 2,650 2,733 2,817 3,000
Super B... 1,500 1,583 1,666 1,750 1,833 1,916 1,999 2,083 2,166 2,249
1o 740 760 780 800 820 840 860 880 900 920
2 e 574 589 605 620 636 651 667 682 698 713
3 i 444 456 468 480 492 504 516 528 540 552
4 i 342 352 361 370 379 389 398 407 416 426
5 e 264 271 278 285 292 299 306 314 321 328
B erriiens 204 209 215 220 226 231 237 242 248 253
157 162 166 170 174 179 183 187 191 196
125 128 132 135 138 142 145 149 152 155
102 105 107 110 113 116 118 121 124 127
83 86 88 90 92 95 97 99 101 104
69 71 73 75 77 79 81 83 84 86
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presentations; and planning and estab-
lishing complicated systems for imple-
mentation and monitoring of employ-
ment and training centers. Theselragis
were the backbone of Irag’s labor min-
istry administration, and through June
2004 were paid according to Order 30.

Monthsof death threats, chaos, com-
plaining, rebellions, and sabotage of la-
bor programs by older, lethargic, and
incompetent Ministry workers who had
been on the job for decades ensued.
Occupational Health and Safety (OHS
officials boasted of 20 to 30 years of
service. Some of the OHS workers, many
of whom had been sitting idly at home
over the past year, threatened to return
to the Ministry with Rocket Propelled
Grenades if the acting Labor Director
General did not award themtop salaries.
As aresult, in May 2004, the Minister
of Labor capitulated to the demands of
officials threatening violence and fol-
lowed thelead taken by other ministries,
falling in line with the old Ba athist
policy of awarding wages according to
years of service. Thisdecision hascre-
ated an inverted pyramid, not only in
terms of salary, but in terms of capacity,
management skills, and leadership.
Those earning the highest salaries are
the least talented and the least capable
of running the highly complex labor
projects. Meanwhile, the most talented
Iragi Labor Ministry managers who run
the employment and training programs,
draw some of the lowest salariesin the
Ministry.® Thesetalented managerswill
likely be attracted to the emerging pri-
vate sector, thusleaving the corrupt, in-
competent MOLSA officials to sort out
the multi-million dollar employment
projects.

Conclusion

The MOLSA strategy for thereconstruc-
tion and rehabilitation of employment
and training for 2004 and 2005 is laden
with pitfalls. Security issues and
counter-measures continue to hamper
theimplementation of even the simplest
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tasks. Transportation, communication,
electricity, fuel, and funding have
proven to be daily obstacles that block
progressat every step. Communication
with the governorates, for instance, is
still largely accomplished by one staff
member traveling, often treacherous
routes, between the capital and the gov-
ernorate. Because of lengthy historical,
political, and ethnic distrust, policy and
implementationin Irag essentially trans-
lates into dealing with three separate
governments. KDP(Kurdish Democratic
Party) and PuUk (Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan) in the north, and Baghdad
Central in the south.

Nonethel ess, progresshasbeen made
at a respectable pace. The Ministry
opened an entirely new department (di-
rectorate)—Ilabor—within which the
employment and training administration
is housed. Eighteen employment cen-
ters and six vocational training centers
have been opened, providing employ-
ment services and training to hundreds
of thousands of Iragis. Tens of thou-
sands of jobs seekers have found em-
ployment through these offices. The
Ministry continuesto support the child
labor unit, labor statisticsoffice, on-the-
job training office, veterans' services
office, and career counseling office.

KOICA (Korean International Coopera-
tion Agency) has committed to a $7-mil-
liongrant to construct, equip, and provide
trainingfor, anational vocational training
center in Baghdad. In November 2003,
the ILO and the former Iragi Minister of
Labor and Socia AffairssignedaMemo-
randum of Understandingin Amman, Jor-
dan. Under this agreement, the ILO has
already begun to provide capacity build-
ing, labor law review, vocationa training
expertise, labor market survey, and assis-
tance with the organization of labor
unions. In October 2004, UsaID awarded
an $88-million contract to provide tech-
nical assistance to MOLSA’ semployment
and vocational training centers. MOLSA'S
labor budget for 2004 done was $14 mil-
lion for employment, vocational training,

child labor, occupational safety and
health, and other labor programs, and $65
million for an expansion of Vocational
Training. The most encouraging aspect
of thereconstructionisthetalent pool of
young dedicated Iragis willing to learn,
which is quite extensive. During CPA’s
tenure, extensive effortswere madeto at-
tract talented Iraqgis to the Ministry.
Through May 2004, the capacity at
MOLSA had been increasing slowly, but
consistently. In many ways, the dynam-
ics of the Ministry are merely a micro-
cosm of Iragasawhole. Iragisare prov-
ing that given half a chance—and suffi-
cient encouragement, assistance, and
guidance—they can and will succeed in
takingtheir destiny intheir ownhandsand
reconstructing their nation.
ThechallengesformoLsA’sfledgling
Labor Directorate over the next months
or year aredaunting. TheMinistry’sla-
bor programs already in existence, in
one form or another, were designed to
mitigate violence through employment.
If properly nurtured, the Labor Direc-
torate can play arolein providing secu-
rity to Iraq. However, every program
requires support, staffing, capacity
building, and international expertise.
Many questions remain as the political
commitment to labor programs were
drafted and set in motion over the past
18 months—as well asthe direction the
Labor Department will take in the next
year. Only time will tell. 3 O

Notes

tThe majority of theinformation for thisar-
ticlecomesfrom my institutional knowledge of
the Iragi Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs
earned during the reconstruction and rehabilita-
tion of the Ministry in 2003-04 while serving as
the Ministry’s labor advisor. Most of the
Ministry’ sdocumentation was destroyed in the
looting subsequent to the war against Saddam
Husseinin 2003.

2TheMinistry of Military Industries (MMI),
which provided weaponsand military technologi-
cal training and research for Saddam Hussein's
military machine, produced highly coveted jobs
for Iragis. Originally this Ministry was run by



Hussein Kamel, Saddam'’ s son-in-law; see aso
Khidhir Hamza, Saddam’ s Bombmaker (New
Y ork, Touchstone, 2000), pp. 155-56.

3 The base salaries were standardized across
ministries, but monthly bonuses awarded to work-
ers varied significantly. MOLSA’s vocational
trainersin Social Welfaretrained disabled Iragis,
whilethosein Social Security were responsible
for training the remainder of the public. For an-
other perspective on the disparity of wages, see
Foote, Block, and others, “Economic Policy and
Prospectsin|rag,” Journal of Economic Perspec-
tives, 2004, pp. 47-70.

4 Even today, punishment and thethreat of
punishment areroutinely used at the Ministry as
“management” tools, surfacinginofficial memos
and staff meetings. Onelragi supervisor, who of-
ten used threats and on occasion had even been
known to throw notebooks and pencils, explained
tomethat thesewereeffective management tools.

® Act No. 71 of 1987 Promul gating the Labour
Code, 1987, Articles15-28.

81bid., Articles17-20.
“Ibid., Article21.
81bid., Article 23.

9 UNDP, “Irag Country Office 1999-2000 Re-
port,” 2000, p. 6.

0 Funding to open theremaining centerswas
available to moLsA from a combination of
sources. Commander’ sEmergency Response Pro-
gram (CERP) funds, MOLSA’ s$14-million2004
revised budget, and an $88 million UsAID con-
tract funded with U.S. supplemental funding.

1 On May 15, 2004, the cPa Program Review
Board (PRB) unanimously approved $65 million
for Vocational Training. Seecra, ProgramRe-
view Board (Prb) Minutes,May 15, 2004, on the
Internet at http://iraqcoalition.org/
regulations20030908 CPAORD_30 Reform_of
Salaries and_Employment_Conditions of Sate
Employees with_Annex_A.pdf (visited Oct.
16, 2004); also available on the Internet at http:/
/www.iraqcoalition.org/budget/PRB/
May15 PRB.html.

2 The CPA revision became known as the
Bearing Point revision, named after the Bearing
Point contractor who coordinated the efforts of
various CPA attorneys and specialistswho con-
tributed to therevision.

2 cpa, Coalition Provisional Authority Order
Number 89: Amendmentsto the Labor Code-Law
No. 71 of 1987, 2004, on the Internet athttp://
www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/
20040530_CPAORD89_Amendments to_the
Labor_Code-Law_No.pdf (visited Oct. 16,
2004). The Order actually overturned the earlier
Ba ahist Revolutionary Command Council Resolu-
tion 368that alowedchildren toworkin hazardous
and non-hazardous conditions at the age of 12.

¥ For the entire TAL text, see CPA, Law of
Administration for the Sateof Iraq for the Tran-
sitional Period-8 March 2004, 2004, on the
Internet at http://www.cpa-iraq.or g/govern-
ment/TAL .html (visited Oct. 16, 2004).

5 Central Statistics Organizationispart of the
Ministry of Planning, andisalso referred to as
Central Statistics Officeor Central Board of Sta-
tistics, often depending on the translation from
Arabic. Seethe Central Board of Statistics, “Re-
port of the Employment and Unemployment Sur-
vey Results: Year 2003,” (Baghdad, Ministry of
Planning, 2004), p. 6; the U.S. Department of
Labor usesthe age of 16 asastarting point for the
civilianlabor force. SeeU.S. Department of La-
bor-Bureau of Labor Statistics, Geographic Pro-
file of Employment and Unemployment, 2004, on
the Internet at http://www.bls.gov/gps/
gpsfaqs.htm#Q2 (visited Oct. 16, 2004).

% Thisanaysisassumesasemployed all ben-
eficiaries of stipends programs. For example,
former military officerscurrently receiving sti-
pends, whether seeking employment or not, are
considered employed.

7 United Nationsand World Bank, “ United
Nations/World Bank Joint Iraq Needs Assess-
ment,” 2003, p. 18. SeealsoUNDP,“IragCoun-
try Office1999-2000 Report,” p. 6.

*8 | nternational Labor Organization, “Needs
Assessment of the Employment Sector in Irag,”
2003, p. 5. Thelragi Central Statistics Officehas
conducted two additiona unemployment surveys
inthefirst and second quarter of 2004, but the
findingswere not released at thetimethisarticle
went to publication.

¥ Asearly asAugust 2003, morethan half of
the 2,300 civilian workers from the former Min-
istry of Defense had already secured government
jobs. A huge number of officerswhowereskilled
workers (doctors, engineers, computer specialists,
and many others) werea soworkingin other min-
istries, aswell ascollecting stipends.

2 Much has been written about thesoes. For
moreinformation, see Foote, “ Economic Policy
and Prospectsinlrag.” Seeadsocra, Sate-Owned
Enterprise Company Profiles, 2004, on the
Internet athttp://ww.cpa-iraq.or g/business/in-
dustries/index.html (visited Oct. 17, 2004).

2 Whileall Iragisqualify for thefood basket,
itisestimated that about 90 percent actually re-
ceiveit, and some 60 percent arereliant onit for
subsistence.

2 See, for example, John Howley, “Thelraq
Job Crisis: Workers Seek Their Own Voice,” EPIC,
Brief No. 1, 2004. Clarence Thomasand David
Bacon, “Report from Irag: Working Conditions
and Labor Rightsunder the Occupation,” Labor
Against the War, 2003.

% For example, MOL SA hired abilingual ac-
countant from abank in Baghdad in December
2003 for $50 per month. Her former salary after
3years experiencewas $30 per month. Seealso
Foote, “ Economic Policy and Prospectsin Iraqg,”
p.48.

2 This attitude toward government jobs was
reflected in apoll conducted in December 2003.
Ibid., p. 68.

% Huge salaries notwithstanding, it isimpor-
tant to recogni ze the dedi cation of many of these
bravelragistoward hel ping thereconstruction of
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their country. That the Iragisreturned to work
whilefacing such overwhelming threatson their
livesand that of their familiesisatributeto Iragi
resolve.

% Thefact that jobseekers continueto apply
for these dangerous jobs despite the high risks
has been well documented. Seefor instance Rajiv
Chandrasekaran, “Police Recruits Targeted in
Iraq: Bomb Kills Scores near Headquarters,” The
Washington Post, 2004, p. A-22.

2 All wages are shown in U.S. dollars based
on an exchange rate of 1,500 Iragi Dinars per
dollar. In amost every case, the salaries were
higher than wagesbeforethewar. In many cases,
5to 20 timeshigher.

2 Most of thejobseekersexpect government
jobs, in which theworking hours are officially 8
am. through 3 p.m. Sunday through Thursday.

2 Thisamount for an unskilled worker is sub-
stantialy higher (10to 20times) thanfor thesame
position before the war. High salaries paid by
public works job programs, CPA, international
contractors, and ministries have driven up the
priceof wages. Daily laborersgenerally earn as
much as $3to $15 per day. For another perspec-
tiveonwagesfor daily laborers, see Foote, “ Eco-
nomic Policy and ProspectsinIrag,” p. 56.

®1Inlrag, itiscustomary for employersto pay
fortransportation.

3 For example, many vocational trainingin-
structors earning $5-$6 per monthin March 2003
werelikely increased to $100 per month by late
summer 2003.

2 AtmoLsaA, for instance, each time security
guardsreceived salary increases, other Ministry
workersdemanded higher sdariesaswell, despite
the fact that their salaries were 10 to 20 times
higher than 1 year earlier.

* For moreinformation on Order 30, seeCPA,
Coalition Provisional Authority Order Number
30: Reformof Salariesand Employment Condi-
tions of Sate Employees, 2004, ontheInternet at
http://www.iraqgcoalition.or g/regulations
20030908 CPAORD_30 Reform_of Sdlaries and
Employment_Conditions_of_State Employees
_with_Annex_A.pdf (visited Oct. 16, 2004).

3 Seelbid., Section 3.3 Thesalary tablecan
befoundat Annex A of thesamedocument.

* Organizationally, the former employment
centersand vocational training centersresidedin
Social Security Department. Thebirth of theLa-
bor Department did not take place officially until
the spring of 2004.

% For example, the director of the Outreach
division has the most important position with
regard to employment in the nation. Heisre-
sponsible for securing job vacancies with the
public and private sector, interviewing and
providing career counseling for the nation’s
unemployed, reintegrating demobilized sol-
diersand militia, and referring the jobseekers
to potential jobsor vocational training. He has
been moved from Grade 2 to Grade 7 over-
night, areduction of approximately 30 percent
of hisformer salary.
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