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Freedom of Association: Trade Union Rights Worldwide

Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining 
The fundamental right of workers to organise is under global threat. From Colombia to Central Africa, from North America 
to New Zealand, from the Philippines to Saudi Arabia, anti-union laws undermine the right to organise. But union rights are 
not only under legal threat. In Africa and Latin America, and elsewhere, trade unionists face assassination, assault, 
kidnapping and detention. Much violence is state-sponsored and carried out by employers. Sometimes it is carried out by 
the military or law enforcement agencies, sometimes by secret or special forces, or by employers’ own security forces 
with state approval. Trade union rights are vital for workers facing the global power of employers. With economic 
integration, uncontrolled capital flows and new technology, labour everywhere depends on its right to organise. This map 
identifies the levels of ratification of the core freedom of association conventions of the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO), and highlights some of the most serious violations of these rights that occur worldwide. 
 
What is freedom of association? 
Freedom of association is the fundamental principle of the ILO. It means the right of workers and employers to freely form 
or join organisations that promote and defend their interests at work, without interference from one another or the State. 
The right to organise applies to all workers and employers, including persons in the ‘informal sector’, (i.e. - generally those 
not working under contracts of employment). This right should be guaranteed by the State, regardless of occupation, sex, 
colour, race, creed, nationality or political opinion. 
 

What is collective bargaining? 
Collective bargaining is a voluntary process through which employers (or their organisations), and trade unions (or in their 
absence, workers’ representatives) discuss and negotiate their relations and interaction at the workplace, such as pay and 
other terms and conditions of work. This process of bargaining aims to reach mutually acceptable collective agreements. 
Important conditions for effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining are that workers’ organisations are 
independent and not under the control of employers, or employers’ organisations - and that the process of collective 
bargaining can proceed without undue interference by the authorities. 
 
Foreign-funding of NGOs and unions 
The right to support from foreign sources is protected for NGOs and trade unions as an aspect of freedom of association, 
including by the ILO and UN. Despite this, there is a growing perception that such funds are a vehicle for political interference, 
and many States now monitor and restrict such funding. Cuts to USAID and other institutions in 2025 will impact support for 
trade union and NGO projects around the world.  
 
Why are these rights called fundamental? 
Both freedom of association and effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining are fundamental human rights at 
work, enshrined in the ILO Constitution since 1919. Freedom of association is closely linked with freedom of expression, 
the media, assembly and universal suffrage. These rights underpin democratic representation and governance.

International Union Rights journal has been in publication for more than 30 years and 
has won a readership of trade unionists, lawyers and academics around the world. 

Available from: www.ictur.org/IUR.htm 
 

Trade Unions of the World, is the leading international reference book mapping and 
explaining the history of trade unions and labour struggles in 220 countries and 

territories worldwide. The book outlines political histories along with information  
about labour law and trade union rights, as well as setting out a directory style listing  

of trade unions, federations, and national centres..  
Available from: www.ictur.org

The presentation of data on this publication does not imply the expression of any opinion on the part of ICTUR concerning the legal status of any country, area or territory, or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers. Original map artwork supplied by ©Maps In Minutes™ 2010 
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The European conquest and the transatlantic slave trade set the fundamentals of the 
distribution of land and power in the Americas, leaving legacies of inequality. In 
Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil and Mexico strong unions developed in the 20th century 
under paternalistic corporatist frameworks, while Cuba’s socialist system established a 
trade union monopoly. The US and Brazil are the largest labour movements in the 
region, at 14 and 12 million members, though Canada and Argentina have higher 
density relative to their populations. In Central and South America 20th century 
organising by left-wing trade unionists was often repressed, in some cases by US 
interventions. The US and Canada conceptualise unions as local representative agents 
in a system rooted in workplace ballots, while relics of corporatism in Brazil permit only 
one union in each sector at local, state and federal levels. Across the region, unions are 
now struggling to recruit and represent platform workers, said to fall outside of older 
labour law frameworks. 
 
Anti-union violence is a very serious problem. Severe violence against trade unionists in 
Colombia has decreased since a peak in the 2000s, but violence, harassment and 
murders continue to be reported. In Guatemala dozens of murders remained under near 
total impunity, and anti-union motives are denied or ignored. In Panama a construction 
workers’ union reported violence, harassment, and financial interference by the State. 
Mexico has re-configured its trade union structures, but several of these remain tainted 
by corruption, crime and violence. In the US employers hire “union busting” consultants 
to thwart organising, and both the US and Canada exclude numerous public sector 
workers from the right to organise, to bargain, and / or to strike, and have used ‘back to 
work’ orders to end strikes. In 2025 the US extended bargaining restrictions to more 
federal agencies. Across the region wide definitions of essential services ban strikes in 
industries that are not strictly essential. Several Caribbean islands restrict union rights 
for various categories of workers. Modern socialist projects in Latin America were 
marred by repression and sometimes clashed with established unions. 
 
The US sponsored networks of NGOs and unions around the world, but this was 
interrupted in 2025 when USAID and other groups were de-funded. Some viewed 
sponsorship as interference, and many countries in the region adopted “foreign-
funding” laws to try to block such funds, including Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, 
Mexico, Cuba, Paraguay, and Venezuela. The US itself has required lobbyists in its 
territory to register as “foreign agents” since the 1930s.

The Americas

In the colonial era European interests extracted resources and labour, often by force, 
and dominated the formation of nation States. Despite de-colonisation, multinational 
companies retained extensive interests in mining and land ownership, and legacies like 
the French CFA Franc remain a source of controversy. Unionisation rates are mostly low 
but unions have some strength in the public sector, despite huge cuts promoted by the 
international financial institutions. Most employment is in the informal economy, where 
organising is challenging and violations are often unreported. Many countries restrict 
freedom of association. In Somalia, trade unions operate in a precarious context. In 
Equatorial Guinea trade union rights are almost totally repressed. In Sudan a large union 
monopoly close to the State was forced to close following political turmoil, while conflict 
has hampered efforts to organise new union structures. 
 
In Francophone West and Central Africa proliferation of unions has fragmented 
collective power and unions faced harassment as political upheavals have denounced 
lingering colonial power. In many countries the right to strike is restricted. Union 
protests are often subject to repression. In Nigeria, police raided union premises and 
arrested and threatened legal actions against union leaders. In Zimbabwe, a teachers’ 
union experienced harassment, arrests and prosecution. In Benin, trade unionists have 
been arrested, rallies broken up, and unions pushed out of social dialogue bodies. In 
Kenya, a health union leader was injured by police at a rally protesting spending cuts. In 
eSwatini, trade unions continue to report harassment. In Liberia, union leaders were 
arrested and face arson charges following violent protests at a rubber plantation. South 
Africa experienced fewer examples of serious anti-union violence than in previous 
years, though at least one striking worker was shot dead, and unions expressed outrage 
at cruel tactics that killed many when authorities closed an unlawful mine. 
 
The winding up of USAID has serious implications for relief work in a continent with 
many development challenges, but anti-colonial rhetoric is also a potent political drive 
here. At least twenty countries have passed laws that restrict “foreign-funded” NGOs, 
reflecting concerns about the influence of both Europe and the US, and concern 
increasingly also over Russia, China, and neighbouring States.  

Africa

Asia is home to nearly 5 billion (two-thirds of the population of the world). The world’s 
largest unions are here, including China’s ACFTU, and large unions in India. Corporatist 
enterprise unions were influenced by US occupation in the mid-20th century in Japan, 
South Korea, and the Philippines. Similar models in Malaysia and Singapore emerged from 
British colonialism. China, Vietnam, Laos and North Korea established union monopolies 
with little or no scope for independent labour organising. Since 2000, Indonesia opened to 
trade union pluralism. Myanmar’s prohibition of unions was lifted, but collapsed into 
repression in 2021-2023 with mass arrests. State-aligned unions remain dominant in 
Cambodia, though smaller unions do operate, despite repression. After “pro-democracy” 
protests in 2019 dozens of union activists in Hong Kong were arrested or exiled. Regulatory 
systems have struggled with platform work, but some unions are making gains. In 
Indonesia, a riders’ union claims to have organised 10 percent of an estimated 4 million 
platform workers. In China, millions joined the union after it built service-providing 
“shelters” for these workers. In Singapore, legislation established a new legal category for 
platform workers. Older patterns of informal work remain a challenge, but unions in India 
have made gains in the so-called “unorganised” sector. 
 
In Bangladesh workplace safety has been a major concern, but workers’ protests have 
also been violently repressed for years, and many have been killed. Many sectors remain 
outside of the trade union law, making organising potentially criminal, and long promised 
reforms are still lacking in export zones where garment workers supply global markets. 
In Vietnam, a trade unionist and a government official working to promote ratification of 
ILO instruments were arrested and charged with “disclosing State secrets”. In Pakistan 
the classification of public energy companies as “essential services” threatened the 
country’s largest union, but this was overturned by the courts. In the Philippines, 
violence, harassment and so-called “red-tagging” of union leaders is a serious problem. 
Strikes by government workers are heavily restricted in Japan, Indonesia, South Korea, 
and the Philippines. In Australia, after decades of harassment, and amid allegations of 
corruption, the construction union was placed under administration. In South Korea 
unions led resistance against failed attempts to impose martial law. 
 
India has long regulated NGOs that rely on “foreign contributions”, and tightened these 
laws in 2010, while similar schemes were extended in Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal. 
Other countries that have introduced laws to monitor and restrict “foreign funding” to 
unions and NGOs include Vietnam, Thailand, China and Singapore. In 2018 Australia 
introduced a “foreign influence transparency scheme”. 

Asia / Pacific

Much of the region emerged from European colonialism under authoritarian, single-party 
systems or monarchies, devolving little political power to citizens. Often, unions did not develop 
at all, or did so only within State-backed structures. The liberation-era replaced colonialism but 
was later challenged by unrest, foreign interventions, and the growth of political Islam. Trade 
union rights in the region are generally poorly respected. Unions are not permitted at all in Saudi 
Arabia or the United Arab Emirates. In Iran independent unions are active but have to deal with 
regular harassment. Trade union monopolies remain in Jordan, Kuwait, and Oman. In Egypt and 
Algeria new unions proliferated in the “Arab Spring” but many were later forced to close. In 
Tunisia the former monopoly union exists alongside newer rivals. Morocco has diverse and long-
established unions. In Libya, Syria and Yemen conflict collapsed unions, while union buildings in 
Palestine were bombed by Israel’s military. 
 
Migrant workers make up a significant part of the workforce in the Gulf States. They regularly 
work in harsh conditions, are often underpaid, and work very long hours. Their right to remain is 
often linked to an employer’s sponsorship, which means that they can be deported if they 
displease their employer, which acts as a major barrier to union organising. Many countries have 
legal barriers that deter migrants from participating in trade union activities. Labour conditions 
for workers building world cup football infrastructure in Qatar saw sustained international 
pressure achieve only modest changes, and the event fed a scandal that brought political 
embarrassment to the global trade union movement. Campaigners are now focussed on calling 
for greater compliance with core labour and trade union rights in the run-up to the 2034 World 
Cup football event in Saudi Arabia. 
 
Several countries expressed concerns about “foreign funding” of NGOs and tightened laws in the 
wake of the 2011 Arab Spring. A common approach is to require that State approval be obtained 
before NGOs can receive any “foreign funding”, as is the case for Algeria, Iran, Egypt, and Saudi 
Arabia, and under a proposed law in Tunisia.  

Middle East / North Africa

Key

Freedom of Association: Trade Union Rights Worldwide

European colonialism and the transatlantic slave trade established regimes of profound inequality and labour 
exploitation around the world, though many workers in Europe at that time also toiled in appalling conditions. 
The first trade unions emerged here, in the face of strong repression. In the Soviet era in the east, vast trade 
union structures were established by the State, and across Europe unions played a similarly important 
regulatory role in dialogue and bargaining, often at national or sectoral level. Across the region these structures 
then faced challenges, as neo-liberalism, globalisation and austerity pushed collective bargaining towards the 
workplace level. Now subcontracting, self-employment, and platform work are presenting further challenges 
for union organising. 
 
In much of Europe workers enjoy respect for basic union rights, but serious violations do still occur. Italy has 
strong union rights, but activists from radical “base” unions have been harassed and even killed in recent 
years. In Türkiye “double threshold” laws require unions to organise whole sectors before bargaining at a single 
workplace, and unions report regular arrests, harassment and violence. Belarus rejected free-market capitalism 
and retained large unions close to a paternalist authoritarian state, but a smaller union group that criticised this 
model was harassed. Following political protests, those unions were closed and their leaders imprisoned. 
Sweden, Finland and Denmark enjoyed robust trade union systems associated with Ghent-style social security, 
but even these trade union strongholds are losing membership and bargaining power as governments push 
liberalising reforms.  
 
Misinformation and “foreign” influence are growing concerns. Russia, Belarus, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan and 
Slovakia introduced laws to monitor and restrict funding for unions and NGOs from foreign governments and 
overseas patrons. The EU’s Court of Justice required Hungary to repeal a similar law, though a replacement 
was proposed. The EU and the UK started work on their own frameworks for monitoring foreign influence.

Europe

Ratification of ILO Conventions 87 (Freedom of Association) and 98 (Collective Bargaining) 

Has ratified both Conventions 87 and 98 

Has ratified Convention 87 only 

Has ratified Convention 98 only 

Has ratified neither convention 
 
Grave violations of trade union rights 

Murders / killing of trade unionists 
Arrests / detention / sentencing of trade unionists

This map shows which countries have ratified both, one, or neither of the critical international treaties that protect trade 

union rights, Conventions No. 87 and 98 of the International Labour Organisation.

2025 Edition: Ratifications are as at June 2025. Symbols show violations recorded by ICTUR over the period  

June 2024 to June 2025.

In order to carry out our role of monitoring, reporting, and responding to trade union rights worldwide, ICTUR needs the 
help of workers, unions, and their allies. You can help by sending details of trade union rights violations to ICTUR - 
from union-busting and the sacking of trade union activists, the introduction of laws that restrict trade union rights, to 
the most serious human rights violations, including arrests, imprisonment and killings. 
 
You can report violations by contacting ICTUR on ictur@ictur.org. 
 
ICTUR responds to reported violations by investigating the case, contacting the governments or employers concerned, 
and reporting cases internationally in our journal and on our website. In some situations, ICTUR can also report cases 
to the international human rights agencies

Report trade union rights violations

mailto:ictur@ictur.org

