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Address by José Manuel Salazar-Xirinachs 
Regional Director of the ILO for Latin America and the Caribbean 

At the XX Inter-American Conference of Ministers of  Labour (IACML) 
Of the Organisation of American States (OAS) 

 
Bridgetown, Barbados, 7 December 2015 

 
Your Excellency, Esther Byer-Suckoo, Minister of Labour, Social Security and 
Human Resource Development of Barbados, and President of this XX Inter-
American Meeting of Ministers of Labour. 
 
Honourable Mr. Luis Almagro, Secretary-General of the OAS 
 
Esteemed and Honourable Ministers 
 
Esteemed members of COSATE and CEATAL 
 
Colleagues from other international organisations, 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
As Regional Director of the ILO for Latin America and the Caribbean, it is an honour 
for me to participate, on behalf of Mr. Guy Ryder, Director-General of the ILO, in this 
Twentieth Inter-American Conference of Ministers of Labour that is being held with 
the generous welcome of the Government of Barbados. 
 
The ILO has been closely involved with the processes for the preparation and 
realisation of this Conference, both in the intergovernmental aspect as well as in the 
preparations done by COSATE and CEATAL, and we are pleased by the OAS’s 
excellent cooperation. We take this opportunity to reiterate once again our firm 
commitment and desire to be involved with the execution of the priorities you have 
indicated. 
 
And I do not wish to go further in this inaugural address without expressing to you, 
distinguished ministers, in particular those from the Caribbean, our concern and 
solidarity for the devastating destruction and human suffering caused by the 
hurricanes during this season of such severe hurricanes that once again show some 
of the particular vulnerabilities of this region. 
 
In this Meeting, and rightly so, very pertinent themes have been highlighted during 
your deliberations, all of which must be progressed urgently. 
 

I. The recent past and the present of work 
 
Because as you all know very well, the two-year period since the nineteenth meeting 
of the IACML up to today has not been good for the labour markets in the region. 
 
The economic slowdown already underway for four years when you met in Cancun 
in 2015, became a contraction in 2016. Only this year, 2017, has there been a slight 
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recovery. This combination of slowdown/contraction generated what in Panorama 
Laboral 2016 we call a “crisis in slow-motion” in the region’s labour markets.  
 
And we call it this because it has been a period of accumulative deterioration in the 
majority of labour and social indicators in the region, that has not stopped worsening 
and which has led us to have worse indicators, as regional averages, than those 
given during the 2008-2009 crisis. 
 
Allow me to remind you of the main figures: 
 

• From a workforce of a little over 260 million people, we had 25 million 
unemployed persons in 2016, a rate of 8.1%, the highest in a decade. And we 
estimate that this rate will be even higher by the end of 2017. 
 

• We have 135 million people working informally, a regional average of 47% of 
the total workforce. 
 

• We have 28 to 30% of people below the poverty line. 
 

• Self-employment, which is mainly poor-quality employment, comprises 28% of 
total employment in the region. And certainly, another 28% works in micro-
enterprises of 5 employees or less, a high proportion of which aren’t quality 
employment either. As we show in our report Small Businesses, Big Gaps, in 
terms of quality employment, “small is not beautiful”. 
 

• Youth unemployment increased from 15.1% in 2014 to 18.3% in 2016, and we 
estimate that it will be even higher by the end of this year. That is to say, one 
out of five young people of working age are seeking emplyment and not 
finding it. And this does not include the percentages of young people working 
informally or in situations where they neither study nor work.  
 

• Furthermore, we have persistent gaps and discrimination in terms of gender 
and according to ethnicity.  

 
• Women continue to fare worse than men in all of the indicators mentioned, 

despite having better education levels in the majority of countries, which 
suggests a waste of human capital that the region cannot afford. 

 
• The labour markets in the region remain strongly segregated. Women are 

concentrated in a reduced number of occupations related to their traditional 
role and are valued less socially. And they continue to have substantially 
lower income than men, despite being educated. 
 

• The case of indigenous peoples requires special mention. In practically all of 
the income, labour and social indicators, the gaps between indigenous and 
non-indigenous people are vast. And the statistics also show that indigenous 
people are disproportionately represented among victims of discrimination, 
child labour and forced labour. There is a persistent pattern of social exclusion 
of indigenous peoples, both in urban and rural areas, which is very closely 
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associated with disadvantageous productive inclusion and a disadvantageous 
inclusion in the labour market. 

 
This reality portrayed by statistics helps us to understand, if not explain, up to a 
certain point, the high level of conflict that exists in our societies, the resentments 
and anger based in a basic sense of injustice, and the certainty that surely “we are 
not all in the same boat”. 
 
In terms of the aspiration of the 2030 Agenda that no one is left behind , it is clear 
that in the region’s labour markets fully in the XXI cen tury, many are being left 
behind . And it can be said without fear of error that this is the key challenge, not 
only for inclusive and sustainable growth, but for social cohesion and the social pacts 
of the region from here to 2030.  
 
Of course the situation is not homogenous: some economies are experiencing a 
higher growth rate, others are more affected by the fall in demand and prices of raw 
products, and others less affected thanks to being more diversified in exports and in 
destination markets. And there are large differences in labour market indicators. But 
in general, the picture painted by these statistics of the present reality of work in the 
region is not encouraging.  
 
We have arrived at this situation not only because of the short-term economic cycle, 
but because of longstanding structural factors whose solution we cannot keep 
putting off. 
 
Among these, one key factor is the wide gaps in productivity between regional 
countries and leading countries. The IDB calls these gaps “the tragedy of Latin 
America”, ECLAC calls them “the Achilles Heel of regional development”. 
 
Within our countries there are also major differences in productivity levels among 
territories, among economic sectors, between export and non-export businesses, 
between large and small businesses, between formal and informal activities. 
 
A large part of the inequality in salaries and income in Latin America and the 
Caribbean is rooted precisely in these internal gaps in productivity. This means that 
the inequality in income cannot be significantly reduced solely through policies on 
spending, tax, or redistributive transfers; it is necessary to also progress in reducing 
productivity gaps.  
 
Other structural factors are access [to education and professional training], the 
quality and relavance of education and professional training, and access to even 
basic infrastructure, like social infrastructure. 
 
And another important factor to highlight are the persistent breaches in respect and 
the application of labour rights: from child labour and forced labour, to the freedom to 
collectively gather and negotiate, and from informal domestic labour to the rights of 
indigenous peoples. 
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Of course there have been advances, but the labour market figures I have just noted 
speak to us of a present reality of work with many challenges, and of a recent past 
characterised more by deterioration than progress. 
 

II. The Future of Work: new factors and challenges 
 
The Director-General of the ILO has proposed the future of work  as the central 
theme for the Centenary of the ILO, which will be in 2019. And this will also be the 
central theme for the 19th Regional American Meeting that will be held in Panama in 
October 2018. The esteemed Minister Luis Ernesto Carles will be our host and we 
hope you can all attend. 
 
In addition to the lags I mentioned, which stem from the XX century, there are 
challenges that are new—challenges that we can call XXI century challenges. 
 
In the XXI Century, the world of work is being digitalised, robotised, automated, 
virtualised, decarbonised, outsourced and disintermediated. And many of these 
changes are exponential and combinatorial. 
 
This creates new challenges, which I won’t delve into in the interest of time, but that 
were amply discussed in the national dialogues held in more than 100 countries in 
the world this past year, and that have been summarised in the Report “Synthesis of 
national dialogues on the future of work” that can be found on the ILO web page. 
 
Furthermore, the entire region is experiencing an accelerated ageing process : we 
will go from having 30 million mature adults in the year 2000 to more than 150 million 
in 2050! That is to say, the number of mature people at age 65 is multiplying by a 
factor of 5 between the year 2000 and 2050. This will place a great deal of pressure 
on pension systems and will test a fundamental pillar of social cohesion in societies. 
 
This will also have a major impact on Latin American families, and especially on 
women, because given the limited policies for the care of dependent persons and the 
scarce incorporation of men in these tasks, women will continue to be the primary 
carers. The care sector is an employment segment that will grow substantially, but 
we must guarantee that the care of dependent persons occupies a more central 
position in employment and social policies. Creating employment in decent labour 
conditions in this sector, giving this work the value it deserves, is also a significant 
challenge. 
 
And, lastly, in this short enumeration of new factors , the technological revolution is 
accelerating change in business models and generating new types of recruitment. 
Some call it “digital platform capitalism”. Others call it the “new shared or 
collaborative economy”. The most critical call it “uberisation”. 
 
Innovations in business models are creating part-time employment or ways of 
working independently, with the respective challenges as to how regular these forms 
of hiring and employment are, which amounts to the challenges of how to broaden 
the scope and regularise informality and the diverse non-standard forms of more 
traditional jobs. 
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This is, in a very condensed summary, the analysis of the labour markets in the 
region today and the factors impacting them. 
 

III. How to forge a better future of work in the re gion? 
  

The fundamental question then arises of how to forge a better future of work in the 
region. 
 
Productive Development Policies 
 
A first line of response is that there will not be a better future of work without a better 
future of production. They are two sides of the same coin. And this shows us the 
importance of productive development policies and of diversification, which is where 
the majority of tools lie for stimulating growth patterns that are more sustained, 
inclusive and sustainable, with more traction in the labour markets. 
 
This is why in this meeting’s agenda you have so rightly given such priority to 
achieving Goal 8 of the SDGs. This is also the main priority for the ILO’s work in the 
region, which we determined in 2015. Evidently the efforts for productive 
development in the past have not been sufficient and we cannot continue to do more 
of the same and expect different results. 
 
It is for this reason that we have been working intensely on this theme at the 
Regional Directorate. We have distributed a brochure with our recent publications on 
this subject. 
 
Human Resources: Education and Training for Work 
 
A second key area for progressing towards a better future of work is undoubtedly the 
quality of human resources. This is also rightly the basis for the other priority you 
have set in your agenda: better intersectorial coordination between education and 
training for work. 
 
In this regard, I would only like to remind you that two months ago, we at the 
Regional Office, together with CINTERFOR, published the report titled the Future of 
Vocational Training in Latin America and the Caribbean. We have distributed a copy 
to each one of you. This work contains an assessment of the advances, 
shortcomings and gaps in professional training in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
and proposes 10 guidelines for strengthening, and in some cases reinventing, the 
professional training systems in the region. 
 
Gender and respect for the international rules of work 
 
A third driver and motivator for the change required in the region for a better future of 
work is the theme of gender, as well as the guarantee of compliance with labour 
rights for all, and in particular for populations in vulnerable situations. And this is the 
third and very relevant priority in this meeting’s agenda. 
 
On the subject of child labour, as you know, its incidence in the region has been 
reduced from 22 million 15 years ago to some 12 million today. Great progress, 
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without a doubt, but evidently there is still a large task ahead, one which all of you 
are working on intensely in the context of the Regional Initiative to make Latin 
America and the Caribbean a region free from child labour. 
 
On the 14th and 15th of November, the IV Global Conference on the Sustained 
Eradication of Child Labour was held in Buenos Aires, Argentina, which concluded 
not only with the solid Declaration of Buenos Aires, but also with the formation of an 
impressive collection of concrete promises by governments, employers, workers, 
international organisations and NGOs that augur well for achieving goal 8.7 in 2030. 
 
I take this opportunity to reiterate the ILO’s thanks, as well as our congratulations, to 
the Government of Argentina for its leadership, hospitality and excellent preparations 
for this meeting, but above all, for its excellent results. 
 
In terms of gender, the region’s successes with regard to closing the education gap 
for women and incorporating them into the labour market are indubitable. However, 
there is still a significant gap to close. Some of the prioritised actions include: 
 
• First, non-sexist education and professional training that actively promotes the 

inclusion of women in technical and technological areas so that women can insert 
themselves in greater numbers in the high and medium productivity sectors, 
where they are presently in the minority. 

• Second, active efforts to close the second technological gap, which refers to the 
fact that women and men have similar access to computers and the Internet, but 
men’s usage [of these tools] is more intense and varied, which puts women at a 
disadvantage in the face of a labour market that will demand more and more out 
of the use [of these tools]. 

• Third, policies for the care of dependent persons that go beyond the protection of 
maternity, that recognise the carer role of fathers and mothers, and promote the 
co-responsibility of care at the level of legislation and public policies. 

• Fourth, zero-tolerance policies towards violence against women, both in general 
society and in the world of work, that guarantee that women can be integrated 
into any occupation and at any workplace without fear of being accosted or 
suffering any form of discrimination. 

 
Social Dialogue 
 
Esteemed ministers, delegates of employers and delegates of workers, 
 
As we well know, little can be achieved in all these matters if policies are not based 
in solid processes of social dialogue. 
 
To strengthen social dialogue, one of the most important requirements is the 
strengthening and representation of employers’ organisations and workers’ 
organisations, represented here by COSATE and CEATAL. 
 
Another requirement is the strengthening of Ministries of Labour. You are well 
acquainted with the ILO’s efforts on this matter. 
 
Another of the requirements is quite simply the political will of governments. 
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And finally, perhaps the most important requirement for solid social dialogue rooted 
in trust, is the capacity to share common values that guide our collective behaviour: 
democracy; respect for human rights and within those, labour rights; seeking peace, 
equality, social justice, pluralism, diversity, non-discrimination.  
 
Beyond the specific and highly pertinent themes of the agenda that concerns you, 
this meeting is an opportunity to reaffirm those values, as well as the commitment to 
the methods of social dialogue that are indispensable to building a better future of 
work, one to which the citizens of the Americas aspire. 
 
I congratulate you and wish you great success in your deliberations. 
 
Thank you very much. 


