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Manpower workers are those who are hired by third-party agencies or subcontractors and
deployed in another organization. Since a third party is involved, this is a complicated and
ambiguous employment arrangement: manpower workers are not employees of the organiza-
tion in which they work for. Therefore, the organization to which they are deployed does not
have obligations between employer and employee. This makes manpower work a precarious
working arrangement, deprived of most of the securities, benefits, and entitlements that for-
mal workers enjoy.

Although manpower agencies have existed since the 1980s, the practice of hiring workers
through manpower agencies for factories in Economic Processing Zones (EPZs) became a
common practice after 2008. Although earlier manpower agencies were involved only with
supplying “low-skilled, temporary and supplementary jobs, now they have moved to the main
business activities of the companies”. Today almost all the factories in the EPZs use manpower
labour. It is common to see men and women gather near the entrances to the EPZs seeking
daily wage work from factories through manpower companies.

Since manpower workers are employed along with permanent workers in most factories, they
are subject to discrimination by the factory management and their co-workers in the formal
workforce, making them more vulnerable. Since manpower workers are not given an employ-
ment contract, their possibility of claiming workers’ rights that have been assured by the labor

law framework in the country is low.

Based on in-depth interviews conducted with trade union leaders, lawyers working on worker
rights, and manpower workers, this policy brief explores the issues associated with manpower
workers and makes recommendations to different stakeholders to address the issue of man-
power workers in the context of EPZs.

1.  https://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2016/02/19/transforming-manpower-employment-to-decent-work-of-great-
er-quality/

2. Skanthakumar, B. (2019). ‘Living for the Day’: Contract Workers in Sri Lanka’s Free Trade Zones, SSA: Colombo, p. 1-2.




c There are 3 key factors that draw workers to manpower work:

A. Flexible working hours: women with infants and young children tend to prefer manpower
work as it enables them flexibility for urgent care work; it also enables them work night
shifts after their care work responsibilities. For example, when mothers have to attend their
children’s school meetings, they can work a night shift.

B. No deduction from wages: since retirement benefits (EPF/ETF) are not deducted from
manpower workers, they get higher daily wages than fixed-term workers. As wages are
low for both types of workers, the former finds wages without deductions for retirement
benefits more appealing to cover their daily expenses. They lack savings, and deductions of
retirement benefits are unaffordable for their daily survival.

C. No approval is needed for application of leave: when manpower workers have to attend to
family matters and emergencies of their children (such as sudden sicknesses), they can do
so right away as there is no need to get prior approval to apply for leave. There are instances
where factory managements had asked fixed-term workers for the death certificate to ap-
prove an application for leave to attend the funeral of a relative. Some fixed-term workers
also informed that some factory managements request to pledge they will not take leave in
the future to approve the current leave application. Sometimes factories demand workers
to work on national holidays for payment.

These factors contribute to workers to choose manpower work, and they are distinctly
related to issues in fixed-term work and women workers’ burden of unpaid care work.

a Manpower workers have no social protection benefits that fixed-term workers are entitled
to, such as Employees’ Provident Fund and Employees’ Trust Fund (EPF and ETF) and gra-
tuity. Only in the case of a death or a permanent disability caused by a workplace accident
a fixed compensation of Rs. 500,000 is being paid to fixed-term workers (recently a cabinet
decision was made to increase this compensation to Rs.2,000,000 ); however, manpower
workers cannot claim this benefit as they lack an employment contract. The main reason
for this is that they are deployed in different factories on a daily basis. Manpower workers
are also deprived of unemployment benefits. For example, when Rs.5,000 was given by the
Government during the COVID pandemic, manpower workers did not receive it although
they did not have work.




Manpower workers bear the brunt when the garment industry experiences an adverse
condition. During the economic crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic, manpower workers
were the most convenient to be laid off as companies did not have to pay compensation for
them. During the COVID-19 pandemic, factories stopped hiring manpower workers as
they were considered a threat of spreading the disease as they moved among factories.

The rationale behind hiring manpower workers is to fulfil temporary labour needs, such
as seasonal demands and short-term large orders. Thus, manpower workers cannot be
hired for a factory’s regular main production activity. However, some factories have hired
manpower workers for their main production activity for long periods. This practice has
allowed the factories to exploit manpower workers without giving them any retirement
and welfare benefits, paid leave, or any other benefits to which permanent workers are
entitled (although by the nature of their employment they are permanent workers).

Certain factories hire a certain portion of manpower workers for their regular
production work and employ them with fixed-term workers. This strategy is used by factory
management to continue production even during a strike action by fixed-term workers.
Due to the vulnerability of the manpower workers, they are assigned to hazardous
activities, which fixed-term workers are reluctant to do.

Since manpower workers are not issued any document from the manpower companies
their only proof of having been deployed to a particular factory is the gate pass issued by
the factory. Some manpower workers informed of instances where factories using previous
gate passes issued to them and employing them, leaving them no proof of their
employment, making them more vulnerable in the event of accidents. They are deprived
of rights and protection.

Manpower workers are not unionized. Since they are deployed in various factories, they
cannot be enlisted in trade unions based on their workplace. This makes them further
vulnerable as they cannot collectively raise their voice against the injustices they

experience.




The Department of Labour and Bol should strictly monitor the proper implementation
|of provisions of the labour law on leave application, compensation, maternity and
retirement benefits, and other welfare benefits and facilities of workers. This will attract
workers to fixed-term work, which is unappealing to workers at present due to the
difficulty of obtaining leave and other reasons.

It should be made compulsory for manpower agencies to pay EPF and ETF for the
workers who are hired by them and deployed in the factories.

A policy should be introduced and implemented to discourage the use of manpower
workers for the main production activities of the factories; it should also prevent hiring
manpower workers for longer periods instead of for seasonal and urgent needs.
Manpower workers should not be hired for fixed-term work, instead they can be hired
as casual workers for a shorter period of time.

It should be made mandatory for manpower companies to issue a document to the
manpower worker detailing the factory and nature of tasks they are assigned to on a
particular day. While improving standards of fixed-term work attracting more workers
to more secure employment should be the priority, in the short term, the Department of
Labour should make it compulsory for all manpower agencies to register under the
Department, as the Department can investigate complaints from manpower workers
only in cases where the manpower agency is registered under the Department.
However, this should not undermine the need of addressing issues in the fixed-term
work.

Introduce more facilities, such as daycare centers and medical centers, within EPZs that
support women’s care responsibilities in order to attract women to fixed-term work,
who choose manpower work due to the flexibility they need for their care
responsibilities.

Trade unions and civil society organizations that work on labor rights should lobby the
Government to introduce a policy framework that discourages the practice of hiring
manpower workers in the long term, while strictly monitoring the manpower agencies
in the short term .

Trade Unions should change the conventional structure of organizing the formal
workers and innovatively include manpower workers.






