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Introduction

This Report, Decent work in Asia, is presented to the Thirteenth
Asian Regional Meeting as a basis for a focused debate, leading to
conclusions that will guide the Office in its future programming and
action in the region. Thematically, it is organized around the four
strategic objectives defined in the ILO’s Programme and Budget pro-
posals for 2000-01, highlighting illustrative actions aimed at address-
ing some of the major issues within these sectors from a regional
perspective.

A full list of ILO activities in the region since the Twelfth Asian Re-
gional Meeting in 1997 is contained in a separate annex, which will
be distributed at the Meeting.

The Asian financial crisis which overshadowed the last ILO Asian
Regional Meeting exposed – more dramatically than at any other
juncture in recent times – the political, social and economic risks
which accompany globalization. The process of recovery which is
continuing with varying speeds and intensities has led to a number
of changes in policies, institutions and attitudes. There is much to un-
derstand and learn from how the countries affected have absorbed
and adjusted to the effects of the crisis and how they envisage man-
aging the transitions under way and still to come.

Since the last Asian Regional Meeting, held in 1997, there have
been many changes both in the region and in the ILO. Two years ago,
the ILO developed a new programme built around the goal of decent
work. It is the unifying theme which brings together fundamental
principles and rights at work, employment, social protection and so-
cial dialogue in an integrated and cohesive manner. Decent work ex-
presses the aspirations of people all over the world and provides a
universal development goal for social inclusion and poverty reduc-
tion. The conceptual foundations for decent work have been laid, and
reiterated in the Director-General’s Report to the 89th Session of the
International Labour Conference (2001). The task at hand is now to
determine the status of decent work in the region, to identify where
decent work deficits exist and why, and move towards reducing them.
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This Report documents wide differences in Asia in respect of fun-
damental principles and rights at work, employment, social protec-
tion and social dialogue. As a consequence, the decent work goals
and the programmes to achieve them will vary in content and thrust
depending on the situation prevailing in each country. While inte-
grating in a cohesive manner all four strategic objectives of the ILO,
they need to reflect the specific development priorities and possibil-
ities in each case. 

The Asian financial crisis which, in the second half of the 1990s,
severely damaged the economic and social fabric in a number of
countries also sparked a renewed and region-wide discussion on the
protection of workers, especially in times of economic downturns. It
brought to the fore the need for policies integrating social and eco-
nomic concerns, for rights-based development, for employment, so-
cial dialogue and social protection.

Furthermore, Asia still houses the vast number of the world’s
poor, who toil, to a very large extent, in the unrecorded, informal
economy. This poses a special challenge to the decent work agenda.
Most policies, practices and rules of the formal economy are ineffec-
tive, totally or partially, in the informal economy. However, it is there
where abject poverty reigns. Many countries in the region have made
poverty alleviation a major policy goal. But the common reality per-
sists where poverty frequently translates into social exclusion, and
where often working children and women bear the brunt of the haz-
ards of the labour market with little public support.

In 1998, the ILO adopted the Declaration on Fundamental Princi-
ples and Rights at Work which obliges all member States to promote
and to realize its core values concerning freedom of association, the
elimination of forced and compulsory labour, the effective abolition
of child labour and the elimination of discrimination in employment.
It is aimed at ensuring that nobody falls below the floor constituted
by the fundamental rights and principles at work.

It is encouraging that there has been a significant increase in the
ratifications of the fundamental Conventions under the Declaration.
There are now three countries in the region (Cambodia, Indonesia
and Papua New Guinea) which have ratified all eight fundamental
Conventions. In many, six or seven of these Conventions have been
ratified. Nevertheless, in several Asian countries serious problems still
persist in the application and implementation of fundamental Con-
ventions. In certain countries the very principles of freedom of asso-
ciation are not yet recognized; in others their application is uneven.
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Child labour is still a major problem in Asia, in particular in South
Asia. An unacceptably high number of children still toil under ex-
tremely dangerous conditions for meagre wages while they should
be at school. They need to be rehabilitated on a priority basis, in ac-
cordance with the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999
(No. 182). This Convention has been ratified by a considerable
number of Asian countries which provides the platform for expand-
ing technical assistance in this field. A recent development, globally,
has been for countries (e.g. Nepal) to adopt time-bound programmes
to eradicate, within a determined time frame, child labour in certain
sectors, regions or nationwide.

While there are instances of forced labour practice in parts of the
region, the most severe case is that of Myanmar. In May this year, an
understanding was reached with the Government of Myanmar for an
objective assessment of the implementation and impact of measures
reported by Myanmar to eliminate forced labour, to be carried out by
a high-level ILO mission. The results of this assessment will be pre-
sented to the Governing Body in November.

There has certainly been progress in the fight against various
forms of discrimination in employment in a number of Asian coun-
tries, but much still remains to be done to eliminate all forms of dis-
crimination, especially on the basis of gender. This is evident in the
Arab region as well as in Asia and the Pacific, where discrimination
widely results in exclusion or poverty. Equal treatment in the labour
market is an important dimension of policies to reduce poverty. 

Basic rights are an essential part of the decent work agenda, but
they cannot be effectively realized if there is no work. To achieve the
primary goal of ensuring that all women and men have opportunities
for decent work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security and hu-
man dignity, means pursuing full employment. It is a goal enshrined
in the Copenhagen Declaration adopted at the World Summit for So-
cial Development in 1995.

Economic growth is important for employment creation, but does
not automatically produce decent jobs. That requires political com-
mitment to implement appropriately designed policies, based on
sound labour market information. It calls for training and skills devel-
opment and fostering the growth of enterprises. It also means taking
into account factors such as migration for employment – a notable
characteristic of the region. It means macroeconomic policies to
guard against economic shocks such as the recent Asian financial cri-
sis, and their catastrophic impact on employment and poverty. At the
same time, globalization and rapid technological change are trans-
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forming the world of work. Achieving decent work for all means
coming to grips with both, preparing to seize and share the opportu-
nities they present, while minimizing the risks.

A decent job provides income, security and dignity – most impor-
tantly for the millions trapped in poverty. The ILO is collaborating
with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in
their country-owned poverty reduction strategies, putting the fight
against poverty at the heart of the assistance to low-income countries.
Three of the seven countries that will be part of the programme are
in Asia (Cambodia, Nepal and Pakistan) – and the ILO’s decent work
agenda brings an important perspective to this effort. In particular,
the ILO’s constituents have an important role to play in mapping out
priorities, and the decent work agenda provides a framework for ad-
dressing the economic and social goals together. 

In Asia, those receiving the poorest returns for their work are very
often in rural areas and in the informal economy, which constitute
the large majority of the workforce in many countries. Despite the ab-
sence of adequate employment opportunities, many simply cannot
afford not to work. Instead, they toil long hours for any return they
can obtain. Other workers suffer from time-related underemploy-
ment, in the sense that they cannot work enough hours to earn the
income they need, a problem which is widespread in Sri Lanka and
Pakistan, for example. Young people are particularly vulnerable to
underemployment. In Viet Nam, 48 per cent of those aged 15-24
were underemployed in 1999. In Thailand, during the Asian financial
crisis, open unemployment rates rose more in urban areas than in ru-
ral. Poor workers suffered the most. Wages fell further in rural areas
than urban, and young workers were hit harder than adults. In this
midst of the crisis, underemployment rates in Thailand rose to 60 per
cent, as employers resorted to labour hoarding – keeping workers
on, but reducing hours and rates of pay – often in a bid to avoid mak-
ing the severance payments required by law.

Gaps in labour market information compound the difficulty of
producing clear assessments of the situation – and tailoring policies
to fit people’s needs. These shortcomings were thrown into sharp re-
lief by the Asian financial crisis. Efforts to analyse the causes of the
crisis and to reach target groups for assistance were often handi-
capped by the lack of data. Across Asia, interviewers and respond-
ents in surveys often incorrectly define “work” as activities that
produce an income in cash or in kind, making much of the work car-
ried out by women virtually invisible.
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On the supply side, for people to fill available jobs, government
policies need to deal with training and retraining, guidance and
counselling, job placement and labour mobility. On the demand side,
these policies range through national job creation and public works
schemes, subsidizing wage employment, promoting self-employ-
ment, supporting small enterprises in particular, promoting the pri-
vate sector and encouraging community development through local
initiatives.

To acquire decent work requires possessing the right skills. In to-
day’s globalizing world, human resource development plays a critical
part in determining economic success. Rapid technological change
means the training and knowledge required can change from month
to month. Unskilled youth lead to high levels of youth unemploy-
ment and underemployment. Eighty per cent of the near 70 million
youth seeking jobs worldwide are from developing and transition
economies, many of them in Asia. Women often face discrimination
in terms of their access to education, training and employment. The
poor, together with other vulnerable groups, are also likely to be ex-
cluded from training – even though their needs are the greatest.

Government-funded, designed and implemented training pro-
grammes alone cannot cope with the problem. Instead, governments
are helping employers’ and workers’ organizations forge cooperative
approaches, along with the information and the systems to match
training with the labour market’s needs. The way training is delivered
is also changing. It is now becoming more obvious that on-the-job
training, backed up with face-to-face teaching, is the most efficient
method of imparting skills. Firmly established in Japan, the Republic
of Korea and Singapore, this enterprise-based approach is also in-
creasingly used in Malaysia. The ILO’s community-based training ap-
proach helps promote training and self-employment opportunities
among poor communities, especially in rural areas and in the infor-
mal sector. Other innovative pathways to acquire the skills for avail-
able jobs include special mentoring programmes, electronic labour
exchanges and on-line job markets, and creative opportunities using
information communication technology (ICT) – besides the more tra-
ditional schemes.

Links with the informal economy will help meet the challenge of
the growing numbers moving there in the wake of restructuring and
transition. The informal economy can mean mere survival – but there
are also modern and dynamic segments, generating growth, jobs and
higher incomes. An ILO pilot programme working with a cluster of
micro- and small enterprises making brassware in Maradabad, India,
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is one example. The businesses, based on traditional artisan skills, are
becoming exporters.

In Asia, the massive movements of people within and beyond the
region must be taken into account at every level of policy planning.
Irregular migration is a major issue, together with the trafficking of
women and children, managing migration flows and protecting mi-
grant workers’ basic rights. Despite the important role they play, re-
ceiving countries rarely acknowledge the positive contributions made
by migrant workers. Instead, with few exceptions, in Asia, migrant
workers are regarded as strictly temporary workers with no rights of
residence, even if they have worked for many years in the host coun-
tries. The Asian financial crisis clearly highlighted this issue. Major la-
bour-receiving countries announced plans for massive deportation of
irregular workers, and for non-renewal of contracts for regular work-
ers. And yet, actual repatriations were lower than expected, with lo-
cal unemployed workers reluctant to take on the low-wage jobs their
foreign counterparts had left.

Getting macroeconomic policy right is essential for sustainable
employment creation. The macroeconomic environment should pro-
vide opportunities for enterprise development, including the comple-
mentary public policies for skill development and infrastructure, and
offer a stable medium-term framework for investment, in particular
providing protection from volatile speculative capital flows. It should
take into account social as well as financial targets, so that employ-
ment becomes not merely a by-product of economic and financial
policies, but one of the criteria by which those policies are judged. It
should therefore aim to provide incentives which stimulate employ-
ment creation by enterprises. This in turn means supporting the de-
velopment of comparative advantage in the global economy, taking
advantage of technological and market opportunities, and designing
policies for public expenditure and investment accordingly.

As part of creating decent jobs with respect for rights at work,
there is the need to provide adequate social protection for all work-
ing people. Countries in the region have turned much of their atten-
tion towards this need, that has become even more pronounced in
the wake of the Asian financial crisis. There has emerged a general
recognition amongst policy-makers in Asian countries that economic
progress alone does not result in balanced development. As the
1990s witnessed rapid economic growth in most of the region, gov-
ernments and industry often stressed the necessity for greater pro-
ductivity and competitiveness as well as for reduced public
expenditure. But economic growth was not matched with equitable
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improvements in conditions of work, occupational health and safety
and social security. What people want from development is not just
rising average income but greater security and protection. Enterprises
too, increasingly find that a secure and protected workforce is more
productive. Coherent social and economic policies can improve
workers’ health, safety, conditions of work and incomes, while
achieving increases in productivity and competitiveness. Social pro-
tection is the appropriate means to achieve these ends, both to
strengthen the social fabric of societies over the long term and to pro-
vide adequate support in situations such as accidents, illness, depri-
vation and natural disasters.

The ILO encourages the adoption of appropriate legislation and
national standards, accompanied by effective inspection and imple-
mentation of occupational safety and health (OSH) management sys-
tems. This is particularly relevant as technological development has
a direct impact on working conditions and the safety and health of
people at work. Agriculture is a particularly hazardous sector of ac-
tivity and, given the importance of the sector in most countries of the
region, it needs greater attention. Rural occupational safety and
health needs to be systematically integrated into the strategy for rural
development. And, because most employment is found in small en-
terprises, they should be a particular target for: the promotion of safe-
ty; the reduction of health hazards at work; and the improvement of
working conditions.

Since the last Asian Regional Meeting, seven countries have
issued legislation or national standards on the implementation of
OSH management systems at the enterprise level, while many others
carried out policy reviews and started to develop legislation on the
basis of ILO Conventions. An increasing number of countries have
ratified ILO Conventions on occupational safety and health and the
OSH information service in the Asia-Pacific region has benefited from
the Finnish-funded regional project on OSH. Capacity building has
been undertaken through intensive training and raising levels of
awareness.

Governments are also faced with the growing need for more so-
cial security, social assistance and health support as the needs of the
majority still remain unmet. Most countries of the region allocate less
than 10 per cent of their GDP to social expenditures, including health
and other social security and social assistance benefits. By interna-
tional standards this is relatively low. As many countries of the region
are still at the stage of introducing social insurance and relying on
very limited portfolios of social welfare programmes, it is important
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to ensure that the approaches which are adopted as adequate extend
social protection to those in need. The general discussion at the 89th
Session of the International Labour Conference emphasized the
necessity for a stronger role of public-financed social assistance to re-
duce poverty amongst the most vulnerable groups of society. Appro-
priate solutions must be found which respect traditional patterns and
develop community-level solidarity.

Since 1997, there has been a growing understanding of the inter-
relationships between well-designed and self-financed social security
and social assistance schemes, and enhancing productivity, contrib-
uting to harmonious labour relations, meeting enterprise delivery
commitments, improving the investment climate and stimulating po-
litical stability and employment. A number of countries, such as the
Republic of Korea and Thailand, recognize the importance of bal-
anced social and economic development through comprehensive
policies on social security aimed at universal coverage. Transition
economies, such as the People’s Republic of China, the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic and Viet Nam are facing the daunting task of
restructuring their public enterprises, seriously straining the existing
statutory social security systems or establishing new forms of insur-
ance. At the same time, pressure from the populations in the rural
and informal sectors is growing as the extended family concept is
challenged and societies are rapidly ageing. The challenges are im-
mense in terms of policy-making; of the capacities of local and na-
tional administration to manage and coordinate their efforts; and of
the mobilization of national resources.

Serious concern has emerged amongst countries of the region
over the rapidly spreading risk of HIV/AIDS, especially its effects on
the working population. The ILO is responding through targeted ac-
tivities focusing on interventions at the workplace in many countries
of the region.

The Asian financial crisis underscored the fact that, with globali-
zation, enhanced social dialogue is undoubtedly essential for reduc-
ing the decent work deficit. Policies and decisions that affect people’s
lives must be made through a broad-based participatory process. De-
cent work, with recognition of rights at work and adequate social
protection, also means full participatory democracy.

However, social dialogue is far from being fully realized in the
region. In a number of countries, freedom of association is still not
fully guaranteed and, in several others, trade union density has de-
creased, while industrial relations institutions have weakened. In
some enterprises, outmoded, hierarchical practices tend to breed a
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confrontational culture that in the long run is unproductive for both
enterprises and workers. In addition to these, social dialogue has
been undermined by a number of recent developments that have
tended to favour individual over collective action. More flexible types
of employment, for example, have widened disparities between the
skilled and the unskilled, between the formal and informal econo-
mies. At the same time, many enterprises have dismantled structures
that underpinned traditional industrial relations systems, moving
away from collective bargaining.

But there are also positive developments in the region. Social
partners have renewed their efforts to build sound institutions with a
growing recognition of the importance of social dialogue in the for-
mulation of social and economic policies. In efforts to cope with the
Asian financial crisis, social dialogue involving the tripartite constitu-
ents gained new or renewed acceptance. Democratization, in partic-
ular, has helped the resurgence of social dialogue in a number of
countries. Intensifying competition has led social partners in the
region to put more emphasis on building sound labour management
relations at the workplace. Economic reforms in transition economies
have led, though often with a significant time lag, to reforms of
labour market institutions and strengthening democracy at the work-
place. These developments have indicated that social dialogue is a
necessary element to meet the complex challenges of building eco-
nomic competitiveness and social equity. While the Asian financial
crisis brought economic and social havoc on millions of working
people and their families, it also brought awareness of the need for
a more participatory approach in addressing social and economic
concerns as, for instance, in the Republic of Korea and Indonesia.

Social dialogue should be available not only to workers in the for-
mal sector, but also to the more vulnerable in the informal workforce,
in order to reduce social and economic exclusion. Globalization has
spawned new forms of work organization, altered established em-
ployment relations and, in some cases, weakened the traditional
structure and role of the trade unions. Workers in the informal econ-
omy, the self-employed, part-time workers and home-based workers,
usually fall outside the traditional channels of representation. There
is a need for social dialogue to play a role in these forms of work
arrangements, too. There are already signs, particularly in South Asia,
that new forms of organization of informal workers, and particularly
women, can successfully give them voice and promote their interests.

The plethora of trade unions in some countries has especially
weakened the representative capacity of trade unions in the social di-
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alogue process. Employers’ organizations in the region mainly tend
to represent the large and medium-sized enterprises but – as else-
where – less so the interests of employers in the small and micro-en-
terprises. Ministries of labour generally do not have the financial and
human resources needed to carry out their multiple responsibilities.
As a result, even where formal tripartite structures have been estab-
lished, their impact may be weak. As most important decisions on
economic and social policy are taken by the ministries of finance and
planning, or the office of the president or prime minister, tripartite
bodies under the ministry of labour can only play a limited role. Not
only is it critically important to augment the capacity of the ministries
of labour, it is equally important for them to have the right status to
engage in purposeful dialogue with the core policy-making sections
of government, as well as to draw the social partners into the deci-
sion-making process.

Strengthening the capacities of the social partners to engage in
social dialogue at all levels – workplace, enterprise or industry and
national levels – is a challenge in many countries of Asia. Bipartite
social dialogue, both at industry and national levels, a phenomenon
which is now being more frequently resorted to in some countries, is
another challenge for the social partners.

In Asia, the fight against poverty occasions hope and despair.
Home to most of the world’s poor, a daunting 700 million people, the
region was the only part of the world to register a decline in poverty
over the past decade – of 140 million in the East Asia and Pacific su-
bregion. And yet, over the same period, the number of people in
poverty in South Asia increased by 50 million.

Decent work can make the difference. High growth in East Asia
has generated substantial growth in employment, with rising real in-
comes, improving conditions of work and progress in a number of
countries towards stronger institutions for voice and representation.
Here lies an essential ingredient of success in reducing poverty. Be-
fore the crisis, some countries, such as the Republic of Korea, Malay-
sia and Thailand had achieved near full employment, while larger
countries, such as Indonesia, had reduced unemployment and under-
employment significantly. As the financial crisis showed, there were
weaknesses with respect to social protection and social dialogue, and
in the recovery from the crisis it will be important to build the insti-
tutions which can tackle these dimensions of the decent work agen-
da, too, and indeed there are steps under way to do so in several
countries of the region.
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In South Asia, a different picture emerges. Countries have not in
general been able to lower unemployment or underemployment
rates and the majority of workers continue to eke out a living in low
value-added, low-income activities in the urban or rural informal
economy. Labour force participation rates and education enrolment
levels for women are also low, in both South Asia and in the Arab
States, representing a similar loss of potential.

Action is needed in all parts of the region to tackle decent work
deficits – which exist to varying degrees in most countries and are
even growing. These deficits are often associated with non-standard
forms of employment: daily and casual work, self-employment, own-
account and contributing family work. These diverse forms of work
are significantly entrenched and even on the increase in the high-
growth economies of East Asia; they are predominant in the low-in-
come economies of South Asia; they are beginning to emerge in the
transition economies, and are apparent in the Arab States as well.
Promoting decent work needs to take this diversity into account
through legal frameworks and institutions which can handle the
needs of workers in these diverse situations and which ensure re-
spect for rights at work.

The Asian crisis has also brought calls from some quarters for a
completely flexible, unregulated labour market. The decent work
agenda offers a much more attractive alternative – one whose
progress is shared and spread on the basis of participation, security
and integration.

While there is an initial cost associated with building the frame-
work required for decent work – providing security of tenure, social
protection systems, skills training and safe working conditions, com-
bined with respect for rights and having a voice in the process – this
also contributes to gains in productivity that bring medium- and long-
term rewards. Decent work has an economic dividend. The ILO has
long advocated and developed programmes that have a significant
impact on productivity – including training for workers and manage-
ment; better matches of skills and demand; better labour market in-
formation systems; providing access to capital and helping boost self-
employment and cooperation in small and medium-sized enterprises.
The decent work agenda reinforces the case.

It is an important aspect of the decent work agenda that the dif-
ferent objectives which make up this agenda need to be considered
together – employment, rights, protection and dialogue. Progress in
one dimension supports progress in others, so that employment cre-
ation is essential for effective social protection, while basic rights and
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social dialogue provide a sound social base for employment creation
and so contribute to just and sustainable development. It is a package
which responds to the integrated vision that people have of their own
lives. An integrated approach is already an important feature of the
work of the ILO, reflected for instance in the Country Employment
Policy Reviews (CEPRs) carried out by the ILO and national tripartite
constituents, in Nepal, Pakistan and Thailand. The Thailand CEPR, for
example, takes a broad approach and offers an example of how the
ILO’s decent work agenda might be put into practice in the region.
This is now being taken forward with a pilot programme on decent
work in the Philippines which tackles all aspects of the decent work
deficit together. Another such programme is planned in Bangladesh.
On the basis of these and other pilot exercises elsewhere, a more sys-
tematic framework is being developed, which will help governments,
employers and workers in each of the countries in the region to map
out practical programmes to promote progress towards decent work
on the basis of the priorities, possibilities and development goals of
each country concerned.

Three agents of change can reinforce the decent work agenda
and reduce the decent work deficit. The first is the State which needs
to strengthen its capacity to discharge its responsibility, while work-
ing closely with the social partners. The second is public opinion and
public awareness of the importance of social change. The third is the
international development community which must recognize and
promote employment goals and rights at work in global development
policies and programmes.

*  *  *

This Report presents an account of some of the major issues and
challenges faced in the Asian region, in particular those which have
emerged in the context of globalization as well as those arising from
structural problems of growth and adjustment.

The Asian region is noted for its diversity. Poverty continues to
plague countries of South Asia and the poorest countries among the
Arab States. The Asian financial crisis set back the gains made in sev-
eral countries in combating poverty, especially in South and South-
East Asia. Even the transition economies, the small islands of the Pa-
cific, the Gulf countries and the industrialized economies have suf-
fered as a result of the overall slowdown in growth. A major impact
across much of the region has been growing unemployment and un-
deremployment and changing labour market patterns. Limited, re-
duced or non-existent social protection continues to seriously affect
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the social and economic security of workers and their families. While
there is a greater awareness than hitherto of basic workers’ rights,
their recognition and application have been uneven.

This Report indicates some of the ways the ILO’s work has at-
tempted to address these and other issues, in each of the four dimen-
sions of the decent work agenda – fundamental principles and rights
at work, employment, social protection and social dialogue. But, to
adequately address the decent work deficits in the region, it is not
enough to tackle each of these dimensions separately – an integrated
approach is needed. This was the message of the Director-General’s
Report to the International Labour Conference in June this year: Re-
ducing the decent work deficit: A global challenge. Employment and
job creation are central but they must go hand in hand with a safe
and healthy working environment, with social and economic securi-
ty, with representation and a voice in decisions that affect one’s work
and life, and with rights at work respected.

This points to the need to work in partnership, among the tripar-
tite constituents of the ILO and with others, to make this aspiration a
reality, through an agenda to which all can subscribe. We must deep-
en our understanding of the ways in which progress can be made to-
wards decent work, responding to the diverse needs, priorities and
possibilities in each national setting. The ILO stands ready to support
tripartite dialogue to develop practical approaches that can build de-
cent work goals into the diverse development patterns of Asia.
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1. Standards and fundamental
principles and rights at work 
in Asia and the Pacific

Since the last Asian Regional Meeting, the ILO has adopted the
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and its
Follow-up. The Director-General’s campaign to secure universal rati-
fication of the ILO’s fundamental Conventions has marked up notable
successes in the region. However, serious problems remain in relation
to freedom of association, the elimination of forced and child labour
and discrimination in employment. International financial institu-
tions are manifesting much more interest in ILO standards than hith-
erto. While a number of countries in the region continue to encounter
difficulties in complying with ILO constitutional obligations in rela-
tion to international labour standards, the impact of these in post-
conflict reconstruction, accelerating democratization and state-
building, has increased.

Since the last Asian Regional Meeting the ILO has adopted what
may well be called its most significant document in a half-century for
rights-based development, the Declaration on Fundamental Princi-
ples and Rights at Work and its Follow-up.1 It reaffirms, in declaratory
language, that acceptance of the ILO Constitution results in a sover-
eign, national commitment to observe and apply the fundamental
principles of freedom of association, freedom from all forms of forced
labour, the elimination of child labour and discrimination in every
workplace within the national territory of every member State.

The fundamental character of the principles and rights mentioned
above means that member States should already be taking all appro-
priate steps to promote, safeguard and apply them. The thrust of the
Declaration is not to enforce, threaten or penalize but rather to iden-

1 ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and its Fol-
low-up, adopted by the International Labour Conference at its 88th Session,
Geneva, 18 June 1998.
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tify the obstacles and hindrances to universal implementation and ob-
servance and to seek to promote efforts by countries to overcome
these. Using extra-budgetary resources put at the disposal of the Of-
fice by donor member States, a series of projects, many of them in
the Asia-Pacific region, have begun to promote and further the aims
of the Declaration. A plan of action for the promotion of freedom of
association and the right to collective bargaining was adopted in No-
vember 2000 by the Governing Body, following the first Global Re-
port on this topic. This report, entitled Your voice at work, was
discussed at the 88th Session of the International Labour Conference
(2000). It pointed to a significant representation gap that made it in-
creasingly difficult for workers to have their voices heard. In the re-
gion, assistance and technical cooperation programmes have been
introduced or planned in Indonesia, Cambodia and the member
States of the Gulf Cooperation Council. The second Global Report,
Stopping forced labour, was discussed at the June 2001 Conference.
The highlight thrown on the links between respect for principles re-
garding forced labour and other fundamental principles and rights
and standards, and the focus on developmental aspects will serve as
the basis for a similar plan of action to be proposed to the Governing
Body in November.

The eight fundamental Conventions which cover the principles
and rights of the Declaration have been the object of a special ratifi-
cation campaign launched by the Director-General in May 1995. Sig-
nificant progress has been made in this regard in the Asia-Pacific
region since the last Regional Meeting – as shown in table 1.1 In
March 2000, Indonesia because the first member State in the region
to ratify all eight Conventions. The latest of them, the Worst Forms of
Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182), has been ratified by ten
countries of the Asia-Pacific region.

Long recognized as the cornerstone of tripartism – and thus of the
ILO itself – freedom of association forms an indispensable compo-
nent of the processes of democratization and increasing popular par-
ticipation which have accompanied the development of many
countries in the region over the last four years. The principle draws
on Conventions Nos. 87 and 98, supplemented by Conventions Nos.
11, 135, 141 and 151, as well as Recommendations Nos. 143, 149, 154
and 159. All of these instruments have, in turn, been the subject of
explanation and clarification by the Committee of Experts on the Ap-
plication of Conventions and Recommendations, the Conference
Committee on the Application of Standards and the Governing Body
Committee on Freedom of Association.



STANDARDS, FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES AND RIGHTS OF WORK IN ASIA AND PACIFIC

17

Table 1.1. Ratifications of fundamental ILO Conventions:

By countries in the Asia-Pacific region
as of 20 March 2001

No. 29 – Forced Labour Convention, 1930
No. 105 – Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 
No. 87 – Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right 

to Organise Convention, 1948 
No. 98 – Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949
No. 100 – Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951
No. 111 – Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 

1958
No. 138 – Minimum Age Convention, 1973
No. 182 – Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999

Convention No. 29 105 87 98 100 111 138 182

Afghanistan � � �

Australia � � � � � �

Bangladesh � � � � � � H
Cambodia � H H H H H H ����

China � ���� H ����

East Timor
Fiji � � �

India � H � �

Indonesia � H H � � H H H
Iran, Islamic Republic of � � � �

Japan � � � � H H
Kiribati
Korea, Republic of H H H
Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic

�

Malaysia � � � H H H
Mongolia � � � � H
Myanmar � �

Nepal ���� ���� ���� � � � H
New Zealand � � � �

Pakistan � � � � �

Papua New Guinea � � H � H H H H
Philippines � � � � � H H
Singapore � � �

Solomon Islands �

Sri Lanka � � � � � H H
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The situation in the region in respect of freedom of association
and the right to collective bargaining is, at best, very uneven. In those
countries of the region where political and ideological pluralism does
not exist, autonomous trade unions, free to design, publicize and
pursue their own policies, are still viewed with much distrust. Those
member States in the region which are organized on a single-party
principle have indicated clearly their willingness to accept only trade
unions that reflect the single-party structures. In those countries, as
well as others, there may be different problems relating to the repre-
sentativeness of unions, and their capacity – as well as that of em-
ployers – to negotiate and implement collective agreements. The
demands of globalization and the need to adapt to relevant mecha-
nisms create daunting problems in this area.

The International Labour Organization has the duty to be clear
and unequivocal that membership of the ILO creates an internation-
ally recognized commitment to respect the right of workers and em-
ployers freely to form and join organizations of their own choosing.

Convention No. 29 105 87 98 100 111 138 182

Thailand � � H ���� H
Viet Nam ���� H H ���� H

Total ratifications: 111 18 13 11 14 19 16 10 10

By Arab States of West Asia
as of 20 March 2001

Bahrain � H H ����

Iraq � � � � � �

Jordan � � � � � H H
Kuwait � � � � H H
Lebanon � � � � � ���� ����

Oman H ����

Qatar H � H
Saudi Arabia � � � � ����

Syrian Arab Republic � � � � � � ���� ����

United Arab Emirates � H H H ����

Yemen � � � � � � H H

Total ratifications: 53 11 9 3 5 7 9 5 4

� = Member States having ratified this Convention.
H = Ratification after 1.1.1997.  � = Has denounced this Convention.
���� = Ratification envisaged.
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It follows that both the programme and the resources supporting it
in order to give effect to the Declaration must give very high priority
to translating this principle into reality. As noted by the ILO Declara-
tion Expert-Advisers: “The principles and rights in the Declaration are
interlinked. Without respect for the principle and right of freedom of
association and effective recognition of the right to collective bargain-
ing, there can be no progress in relation to the other categories of
principles. The Expert-Advisers note that if freedom of association is
not respected and promoted there can be no collective bargaining or
meaningful social dialogue. Freedom of association gives a voice to
workers and employers, a voice that needs to be heard much louder
and more clearly in a globalized world.”2

The first Global Report under the Follow-up to the Declaration,
Your voice at work, published in 2000, signalled concern over a wid-
ening representation gap in the world of work. It underlined the
widespread exclusion of many groups and sectors from the safe-
guards of freedom of association, in particular, agricultural workers,
domestic workers, migrant workers and workers in small enterprises
and the informal sector. The Expert-Advisers in their 2000 report
pointed out problems in this regard in Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. These issues will be the subject
of advice and technical assistance by the Office. In the Arab region,
the latest democratic changes in Bahrain which endorsed explicitly
the establishment of trade unions and the recently taken position of
the Government of Saudi Arabia to set up workers’ organizations are
encouraging signs of an increasing awareness of the need to involve
workers and their organizations in the national economic and social
debate.

There have been some encouraging cases of progress in other
countries too. Indonesia ratified Convention No. 87 in 1998 and basic
trade union rights have been introduced. The challenge now is to de-
velop an industrial relations system which is adapted to the new con-
ditions. Trade union pluralism has, in fact, led to a proliferation of
workers’ organizations, most probably as a reaction to the former sys-
tem.

The previous Government of Pakistan had imposed very tight re-
strictions on trade union activities, especially in the public sector. In

2 ILO: Review of annual reports under the Follow-up to the ILO Declaration on
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, Part I, Introduction by the ILO Decla-
ration Expert-Advisers to the compilation of annual reports, Governing Body docu-
ment GB.280/3/1 (Geneva, 2001), para. 71.
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2000, an ILO mission to the country provided a context in which the
trade unions were able to raise the pertinent issues directly with man-
agement. This resolved in a satisfactory manner a number of long-
standing issues.

Important changes have taken place in the Republic of Korea in
relation to freedom of association. In 1999 the ban on teachers’ un-
ions was lifted. Accordingly the KCTU-affiliated Korean Teachers’
Union (Chonkyojo) and the Korean Union of Teachers and Educa-
tional Workers, affiliated to the Federation of Korean Trade Unions
(FKTU), were legally recognized. This in turn paved the way for rec-
ognition and registration of the Korean Confederation of Trade Un-
ions (KCTU) in November 1999. A Tripartite Commission has been
established to review labour legislation, in part to respond to the rec-
ommendations of the Committee on Freedom of Association, and as-
sisted by various ILO missions to the country. Unfortunately, not all
trade union organizations participate in the Commission, and the de-
cision to accept trade union pluralism at the enterprise level has been
delayed. The scope of “essential services” (in which industrial action
is prohibited) will be narrowed down in the course of 2001. There
have been recently renewed violent confrontations between organ-
ized labour and the police in the wake of dramatic job losses in the
country, and the legislative improvements in protection of trade un-
ion rights have been delayed as a result.

New legislation in New Zealand, the Employment Relations Act,
which came into force on 2 October 2000, extends the coverage of
multi-employer collective agreements to newly recruited workers.
Significant reforms in labour legislation affecting freedom of associa-
tion are also at an advanced stage of consideration in Lebanon, the
West Bank and Gaza and Yemen.

Democratization of both the workplace and the State, with a view
to mobilizing the skills, talents, creativity and commitment of workers
and managers alike – all critical factors in maximizing productivity
and therefore competitiveness – is inextricably bound up with the
credibility of the processes for those involved in or affected by them.
That credibility, in turn, depends largely on the conviction of workers
and employers that their representatives and the officers of their or-
ganizations are able to function, speak and decide autonomously, on
their behalf, having been freely chosen as their spokespersons. It is
a striking and incontrovertible fact that productivity is highest in
those national economies in which freedom of association is valued
and protected as a fundamental right.
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While there are instances of practices involving forced and com-
pulsory labour in parts of the region, any discussion of this topic, es-
pecially in the Asian region, must inevitably centre on the case of
Myanmar, which, in the words of the ILO Commission of Inquiry
(1998), is a “saga of untold misery and suffering, oppression and ex-
ploitation of large sections of the population […] by the Government,
military and other public officers”. 

Debt bondage and trafficking of human beings (especially wom-
en and children) remain important problems in some parts of the re-
gion. The ILO is helping constituents to address this challenge in the
Greater Mekong subregion and in Nepal.

The main focus of the Greater Mekong project is to prevent traf-
ficking through employment creation, education and vocational
training, building on existing programmes and good practices. A sim-
ilar ILO project in South Asia (Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka) con-
centrates on capacity building of governmental and non-
governmental organizations, direct intervention programmes for pre-
vention and rehabilitation of child victims of trafficking and subre-

Table 1.2. The world competitiveness scoreboard
(ranking as of 19 April 2000)

1 United States 100.00

2 Singapore 75.22

3 Finland 74.01

4 Netherlands 72.13

5 Switzerland 68.49

6 Luxembourg 68.09

7 Ireland 64.83

8 Germany 64.49

9 Sweden 63.86

10 Iceland 63.52

11 Canada 63.42

12 Denmark 63.38

13 Australia 63.12

14 Hong Kong, China 60.47

15 United Kingdom 59.36

Source: International Institute for Management Development: World Competitiveness Report.
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gional level cooperation among South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) countries.

Over the last few years, a number of Asian economies have
shown dramatic economic growth; and some of the world’s most dy-
namic economies are located in the region. Yet, in the domain of
child labour, the record in Asia is both sobering and encouraging. On
the one hand, Asia has two-thirds of the world’s working children,
including many who are trapped in the worst forms of child labour.
On the other hand, Asia also shows visible results in reducing the
numbers of working children. 

The Asian landscape obviously shows qualitative differences in
poverty levels and stages of development between countries. Even
so, within the region, there are discernible trends and patterns in the
development process that impact on child labour. While the globali-
zation of economies has led to increased economic efficiencies, com-
petitiveness and growth, the process of modernization and market
integration has been disruptive. Rapid urbanization, consumerism
and diminished family support have all raised the vulnerability of
children to premature labour. Inequalities in employment and in-
comes within, between and among countries have intensified rural-
urban and cross-border migrations that also involve significant num-
bers of children and young persons. The 1997 economic crisis, that
sent millions of children and young people out of school and into the

Box 1.1. Combating child labour in the Arab States

In October 1999, the ILO organized a
Regional Tripartite Seminar on Child La-
bour, in Amman, which aimed at pro-
viding a forum for exchanging
information and experiences on the
problems of child labour in the Arab re-
gion and promoting action in line with
the international labour standards re-
lated to child labour, in particular its
worst forms. Attended by Government,
Employers’ and Workers’ representa-
tives, the seminar examined the child la-
bour situation and defined practical
measures to be taken against hazard-
ous work and other abuses such as
forced labour, domestic service and sex-
ual exploitation. The event was the first

initiative at the regional level to address
the issue of elimination of child labour.
Following the seminar and a series of
technical advisory/needs assessment
missions, the Governments of Lebanon,
Jordan and Yemen each signed a Mem-
orandum of Understanding with the
ILO, providing a framework for cooper-
ation in their respective national efforts
for the elimination of child labour. The
International Programme on the Elimi-
nation of Child Labour (IPEC) undertook
a pioneering initiative in the region in
collaboration with the Palestinian Bu-
reau of Statistics for applying its meth-
odology in collecting statistics on child
labour.
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workplace, clearly showed the vulnerability of children to the vagar-
ies of economic growth. 

In Asia, as in other parts of the developing world, children have
always worked alongside their parents, helping in family farms, fetch-
ing water and firewood and undertaking craft-related activities. Work
by children is seen by some communities as an essential part of the
socialization process and a means for transmitting acquired skills
from parents to children. Work of this kind is not without its prob-
lems, especially as regards children’s health, safety and education. Al-
though the profile of the typical working child remains valid in many
parts of Asia, there are clear signs that the patterns of employing chil-
dren have undergone change and become more exploitative in the
process. Disturbing are indications of a structural shift to wage em-
ployment of children in industry and services, and the corresponding
change in working conditions – long hours and full-time work. Many
of these children work under conditions that seriously damage their
physical and emotional development.

The faces of child labour in Asia, as on other continents, are: chil-
dren trapped in prostitution; children caught up in the trafficking of
drugs; child soldiers; children scavenging in dumpsites; children in
coal and gold mining; children in quarrying; children on fishing plat-
forms; children working in tourist resorts; child domestic workers;
children in urban home-based sweatshops.

Poverty and child labour are often spoken of in the same breath,
as both are closely interlinked. Poverty drives children to work, while
poor children who are forced to work are often unable to overcome
their educational deficit and remain trapped in poverty. 

Child labour can aggravate poverty by increasing unemployment
and underemployment of adults, and putting downward pressure on
wages. Poverty makes families and children vulnerable to deceitful
offers by agents and recruiters in search of cheap and malleable la-
bour. 

The unanimous adoption of the Worst Forms of Child Labour
Convention, 1999 (No. 182), demonstrated the strong global commit-
ment to eliminating unacceptable forms of child labour. Included
among the worst forms are:

� all forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale
and trafficking of children, debt bondage and serfdom and forced
or compulsory labour, including forced or compulsory recruit-
ment of children for use in armed conflict;
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� the use, procurement, or offering of a child for prostitution, pro-
duction of pornography and pornographic performances;

� the use, procurement or offering of a child for illicit activities, in
particular, for the production and trafficking of drugs as defined
in relevant international treaties;

� work which by its nature or the circumstances in which it is car-
ried out, is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children.

On this last fourth category, each country must determine the
types of work to be prohibited and eliminated in its national context.
In the process of this determination, the government must consult
employers’ and workers’ organizations and take into consideration
relevant international standards.

The new ILO Convention has sharpened the focus of the ILO’s
and IPEC’s technical cooperation efforts on child labour, building fur-
ther on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and
the ILO’s Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138). Convention No.
182 adds a more focused approach with tangible and attainable tar-
gets, calling for urgent time-bound measures designed to:

� prevent the engagement of children in the worst forms of child
labour;

� provide direct assistance for the removal of children from the
worst forms of child labour and for their rehabilitation and social
integration;

� ensure access to free basic education and appropriate vocational
training to all children removed from the worst forms of child la-
bour;

� identify and reach out to children at risk; and 
� take account of the special situation of girls.

Starting in 1992 with six participating countries, including India,
Indonesia and Thailand in Asia, IPEC is now a global ILO InFocus
programme, which campaigns for universal ratification and imple-
mentation of the fundamental Conventions Nos. 138 and 182. This
rights-based approach to the problem is part of the follow-up to the
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, as well
as the supervisory mechanisms operating where the Conventions are
ratified – i.e. in a rapidly increasing number of countries in the re-
gion. That approach goes hand-in-hand with the operational work of
IPEC which now has country programmes in over 70 countries
worldwide. IPEC in South Asia covers Bangladesh, India, Nepal and
Pakistan; in East and South-East Asia, IPEC is operational in Cambo-
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dia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Indonesia, Mongolia, the
Philippines and Thailand. In Arab States of West Asia, three new na-
tional programmes have been initiated in Yemen, Lebanon and Jor-
dan. Country activities are currently ongoing in China and Viet Nam.
Programme support for IPEC country programmes and projects in
Asia in 2000-01 have now reached US$36.5 million.

At the heart of the IPEC strategy is the principle of country own-
ership. Strong political will and social commitment are essential to
decisive forward-moving action on child labour. IPEC aims at facili-
tating policy reform and change in social attitudes that will lead to
sustainable prevention and abolition of child labour. Through its
country programmes, IPEC has supported pioneering and innovative
interventions against child labour, enhancing the relative country’s
capabilities to address child labour in the process. National steering
and coordinating committees have been installed to oversee and be
increasingly responsible for national child labour programmes.

More recently, IPEC has gradually enlarged the scope of its
projects, often on a sector- or industry-specific basis. In Asia, these
industry-specific activities have, inter alia, focused on: deep-sea fish-
ing; footwear production; small-scale gold mining; the urban infor-
mal sector; the garments industry; football production; salt
production; and rubber agriculture. Integrated and comprehensive
projects, which simultaneously address a number of key aspects of
the problem through social protection measures (such as educational
and training opportunities, reliable and decent incomes for adults in
the family, and awareness and understanding of the problems and
their solutions), have combined workplace monitoring and verifica-
tion measures. These programmes have aimed at withdrawing chil-
dren from specified workplaces and ensured that children removed
from work – and their families – have been provided with feasible
developmental opportunities.

In both South-East (the Greater Mekong subregion) and South
Asia (Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka), IPEC has expanded the
scope of its efforts against the trafficking in women and children for
exploitative employment and commercial sexual exploitation. Pro-
gramme areas have included research and institutional development,
legislation and enforcement, awareness raising, advocacy networking
and social mobilization, health and education, income and employ-
ment generation, rescue and rehabilitation.

The complexities of the child labour situation dictate that the
problem should be tackled on the socio-economic, educational, de-
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velopmental and cultural fronts simultaneously. Through time, IPEC
has built up a network of key partners in member States – including
government agencies and social partners. The media, religious insti-
tutions and schools, NGOs and community leaders now form a broad
coalition against child labour.

Fundamental in the work against child labour are sound situation
analysis and monitoring mechanisms for effective child labour inter-
vention programmes. Rapid assessments on child labour’s worst
forms have been implemented – including pioneering efforts in chil-
dren in drug trafficking (Philippines and Thailand), sexual exploita-
tion of children (Viet Nam, Indonesia), salt and rubber plantations
(Cambodia), children in gold mines (Indonesia) and children in to-
bacco plantations (Lebanon). Nationwide child labour surveys are
ongoing in Cambodia, and are planned for the Philippines and Bang-
ladesh. Country programme management reviews, evaluations and
thematic assessment exercises are now a feature of IPEC country and
regional programmes. 

IPEC looks to its future in Asia optimistically. Its aims for the next
three to five years are shaped by the following four strategic goals:
1. Universal ratification of the relevant ILO Conventions Nos. 182

and 138.
2. Strengthening significantly IPEC’s qualitative and quantitative in-

formation base on child labour in the Asia-Pacific region, with re-
spect to causes and distribution, and building strong intervention
models to tackle child labour. 

3. Developing IPEC country strategies for every country in the re-
gion where IPEC has operations (at least five time-bound pro-
grammes will operate over the next three to five years). 

4. Building the capacity of ILO social partners and other programme
partners in the campaign against the worst forms of child labour.

A clear indicator of IPEC success will be the mainstreaming of
child labour programmes in the national development agenda –
thereby resulting in greater coherence and integration and effective
use of IPEC resources at country and regional levels. 

Child labour programmes in Asia, among the oldest worldwide,
are poised to enter a new phase opened up by Convention No. 182.
Time-bound programmes (TBPs) aim at preventing and eliminating
the worst forms of child labour in a country within a defined period
of time. This period might extend from five to ten years, depending
on the prevalence of child labour and its complexity in each country.
Nepal is one of three countries (El Salvador and the United Republic
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of Tanzania are the others) which have begun their commitment to
TBPs. In Asia, Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand have started
the preparatory work for implementing such programmes.

A TBP will combine sectoral, thematic and geographically based
approaches to child labour, linking these to the national develop-
ment agenda. The design and implementation of the TBPs will con-
tribute both directly and indirectly to the ILO’s primary goal of
promoting access for women and men to decent work. Productive
work with social protection and rights at work cannot be attained
without investment in future human capability. Child labour pre-
empts this by keeping the children of the poor out of school and lim-
iting their prospects for training, upward social mobility and, ulti-
mately, access to decent work as adults. Furthermore, the objective
of the elimination of child labour offers another criterion for adults’
decent work: adults should enjoy such conditions of employment
and social protection that they do not have to send their children to
work prematurely. TBPs will also contribute to the attainment of a
world free of poverty.

Equality of access to training and employment, equality of treat-
ment in that employment – including (though not limited to) remu-
neration, advancement and social protection – are all vital elements
and a prerequisite to the success of the decent work agenda. The ILO
Declaration Expert-Advisers have been very clear on the issue:

“There can be no exclusions from the fundamental principles and
rights enshrined in the Declaration. Their exercise cannot depend
upon belonging to a particular status, category or sector. Moreover,
the groups most vulnerable to being denied one set of rights – chil-
dren, migrant workers, ethnic minorities, women – can be similarly
at risk of denial of others. Socio-economic conditions can make the
circumstances for promoting fundamental principles and rights at
work differ, but the principles and rights themselves are immutable
and universal.”3 

The ILO cannot help but view with great concern the significant
increase in violent ethnically and racially based conflicts which have
plagued the South Pacific in recent years, especially in Fiji, the Solo-
mon Islands and Papua New Guinea, as well as in neighbouring In-
donesia and East Timor. While each of these situations springs from
complex causes, some of which are quite particular to each national
context, a pattern emerges of severe, and often desperate, competi-
tion for scarce resources, exacerbated by unemployment, inadequate

3 ibid., para. 20.
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social protection and non-existent or malfunctioning mechanisms for
social dialogue and dispute settlement. Thus while the expression of
the conflict is ethnic or racial, the root causes often have much more
to do with a perceived absence of social justice. In both the national
and international efforts to resolve these conflicts the ILO has been
seen as an important partner and has striven, both on the basis of its
standards and through its technical cooperation programme, to make
a positive contribution. Not only are the “core” international labour
standards highly relevant in this connection but also instruments such
as the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), the
Employment Policy Convention, 1964 (No. 122), and the social secu-
rity Conventions.

Convention No. 122 exemplifies the integration which is sought
between the ILO’s normative and operational work. The commitment
to a policy of full, productive and freely chosen employment is now
formally accepted by the vast majority of the region following ratifi-
cation by China and India.

The ILO submits annually to the International Labour Conference
a report on the situation of workers in the occupied Arab territories.
At the time of writing this report, the corresponding Conference doc-
ument for the 89th Session of the International Labour Conference
was not yet available.

Gender inequality and discrimination on the basis of sex are un-
fortunately still very widespread in the region. Despite the overall in-
tensification of female participation in the labour market in the South
Asia subregion, and the entry of women into some formerly male-
dominated occupations, gender remains a ubiquitous source of la-
bour market inequalities and inadequately utilized human resources.
The main issues concerning women are reflected in their employ-
ment situation. One major area of gender inequality – unequal pay
for work of equal value and widening wage differentials – deserves
particular attention. Male-female wage differentials are highest at the
level of illiterate workers, but mitigated considerably in the part of
the labour market occupied by university graduates.

The unequal bargaining power of women workers has been
identified as an important cause of the persistent wage differentials
observed even in manufacturing. An organizational strategy of con-
certed and combined action on the issue of civic amenities by trade
unions, as well as women’s organizations, is proposed as a major step
towards strengthening the bargaining capabilities of women workers
in relation to wages.
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In Sri Lanka, expansion in the garment sector has been the cor-
nerstone of export-oriented industrialization, despite some efforts at
diversification. With women making up 90 per cent of employees in
the garment industry, the percentage of women workers in export
processing zones has been around 80 per cent since their inception.
It is apparent, therefore, that women have had access to new employ-
ment opportunities and have made a crucial contribution to industri-
alization. But several recent micro-studies conclude that gender
subordination in the labour market has been reinforced by the con-
centration of women in semi-skilled assembly line operations and
“dead-end” fragmented production jobs. Men, on the other hand, are
concentrated in managerial and technical jobs. Since transfer of tech-
nology has been minimal, women workers, the majority of whom
have at least ten years of education, are denied opportunities for up-
grading skills and achieving upward occupational mobility. The de-
skilling syndrome is pervasive, with women moving horizontally, as
semi-skilled labourers, from factory to factory in search of better em-
ployment.

There is very clear evidence from most parts of the region that
women constitute the majority of the group known as “the working
poor” – the group to which any decent work agenda must pay par-
ticular attention for they represent the very paradigm of what that
agenda must be designed to overcome. In other words, it is neither
appropriate nor functional to design “general” poverty reduction
strategies into which “gender components” (including women’s is-
sues) are incorporated. Programmes, projects and strategies must ad-
dress female poverty as the central focus, while adding on, where
possible and appropriate, elements to address other vulnerable cate-
gories. While carrying out the role of watchdog and conscience on

Box 1.2. Legal provision for equal wages for women in India

In India there was no specific legal pro-
vision mandating payment of equal
wages to women until 1975, when the
Equal Remuneration Ordinance was is-
sued, to be replaced later by the Equal
Remuneration Act (ERA) in 1976. How-
ever the ERA has aspects distinct from
ILO standards. While Convention No.
100 requires “equal remuneration for
women and men for work of equal val-

ue”, the ERA places a duty on the em-
ployer to pay “equal remuneration to
men and women workers for same
work of a similar nature”. It will be nec-
essary to carry out case studies and sur-
veys in major sectors to assess the
extent of the application of the princi-
ple in the economy as a whole, and to
take the measures required to fully real-
ize it.
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gender issues in the world of work, the ILO must be much more ac-
tive to promote gender balance in its own technical work.

Another category of workers particularly vulnerable to discrimi-
nation is migrant labour. The Expert-Advisers have drawn attention
to the seriousness of this problem in the States belonging to the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC), but it is evident in other parts of the re-
gion in various forms. Female migrant workers are especially vulner-
able. The ILO has launched studies on female domestic workers in
Lebanon and Jordan to collect data and information to enable estab-
lishing appropriate measures for better protection of this group of
workers.

There have been some encouraging developments in relation to
employment opportunities for disabled workers; a notable case in
point is a very forward-looking programme from the Ceylon Employ-
ers’ Federation (Sri Lanka), which is being used as a model in the re-
gion. Nevertheless the general picture is still one of a tragic waste of
human potential, resulting both from the occupational marginaliza-
tion of this group and a failure to invest in the training that would
enable them to make a significant contribution to national develop-
ment. Although ILO offices and multidisciplinary teams (MDTs) in the
region are constantly requested to provide support for programmes
in favour of the disabled, it has proved extremely difficult to respond
in a structured, coherent and sustainable manner, largely because do-
nors have shown relatively little interest in this category of workers.

However, in West Asia, the programme supporting disabled per-
sons accounts for the largest share in the extra-budgetary funded
technical cooperation programme. Those projects, which are de-
signed to promote socio-economic reintegration of disabled persons,
have been implemented in Iraq, the Syrian Arab Republic, the West
Bank and Gaza and GCC States. Convention No. 159 has been ratified
by a dozen or more countries in the region.

The international and regional financial institutions have also
shown significantly increased interest in ILO standards – both in their
efforts to focus on sustainable poverty reduction and to attenuate po-
tential socially negative consequences of their lending policies. In
Bangladesh, Nepal, the Philippines and Thailand, the ILO is under-
taking joint activities with the Asian Development Bank to measure
the financial impact of applying – and conversely not applying – ILO
standards in the fields of child labour, gender mainstreaming and oc-
cupational safety and health. Another aim is to draw up guidelines
and checklists both for governments and the Bank itself to avoid sit-
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uations in which loan and project arrangements affect women’s, chil-
dren’s and workers’ safety and health negatively as an unintended –
and often unforeseen – consequence of the lending.

While, inevitably, an important focus remains on the Declaration,
it goes without saying that the long-standing work of the ILO to assist
countries in meeting their constitutional obligations in relation to all
international labour standards and to give effect to the findings of the
Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recom-
mendations, the Committee on Freedom of Association and the Con-
ference Committee on the Application of Standards, continues. ILO
standards are also increasingly being used as important tools in peace
settlements and civil conflict resolution. As part of its democratization
process, Cambodia has ratified most of the ILO’s fundamental Con-
ventions. ILO standards are being incorporated into nation-building
efforts in East Timor. With donor support for countries, e.g. Indonesia
and East Timor, technical assistance projects are being carried out to
strengthen the social dialogue process. The Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), is an important element in re-
solving the civil conflict in Fiji and the Solomon Islands.

A number of donors are providing or offering significant extra-
budgetary resources to supplement the ILO’s regular programme ef-
forts to promote and apply the Declaration in the region. It has al-
ways been an objective of the ILO to use its technical cooperation
activities to promote and secure ratification and observance of inter-
national labour standards; however the Declaration follow-up proc-
ess has opened up a wholly new dimension of operations. The report
of the Expert-Advisers, referred to several times earlier in the text,
provides a solid and objective basis on which to define a workplan
for Asia. Tripartite commitment by constituents and the ILO alike will
be indispensable if the programme is to remain focused and produce
tangible and sustainable results. It would perhaps be useful to con-
sider what regional mechanisms and structures would be most appro-
priate to ensure sustained and coherent implementation of the
fundamental principles and rights at work.
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2. Employment: The best poverty
reduction strategy

All countries in the region have committed themselves to promot-
ing full employment, most recently through the Copenhagen Decla-
ration on Social Development and Programme of Action of the
World Summit for Social Development (1995). This means com-
ing to grips not only with widespread urban unemployment but also
the chronic underemployment in rural areas. Rapid technological
change is producing impacts on employment which are not yet fully
understood.

While closely related, economic growth and higher employment
do not always go in tandem. Active, targeted labour market policies
are required, especially for youth and vulnerable groups, including
the very poor. Economic fluctuations affect women’s employment dif-
ferently from that of males in many cases. More information and bet-
ter analysis are indispensable to permit policy-makers to frame more
adequate responses.

In the decent work agenda, both training and social protection,
particularly unemployment insurance and welfare schemes, are inte-
gral parts of appropriate employment policies. Well-informed and
well-managed employment services play a vital role. Small businesses
and cooperatives are of great significance and labour migration ac-
counts for a significant share of many national labour markets.

Better information, more sophisticated analysis, forward-looking
and long-term policies, targeted strategies, cost-efficient and relevant
training systems, tripartite cooperation: all of these are central to
improving the quantity and quality of jobs. But above all there is a need
to give employment a high priority on the national development
agenda.
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Jobs and incomes

Full employment and poverty alleviation
“The primary goal of the ILO today is to promote opportunities

for women and men to obtain decent and productive work, in con-
ditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.”1

Building on decades of the ILO work in the areas of employment
and adequate remuneration, the World Summit for Social Develop-
ment unanimously adopted Commitment 3 of the Copenhagen Dec-
laration on promoting the goal of full employment as a basic priority
of economic and social policy. In so doing, the international commu-
nity reaffirmed the special mandate of the ILO, as defined in its Con-
stitution, the Declaration of Philadelphia and the Employment Policy
Convention, 1964 (No. 122), requiring member States to pursue the
goal of full, productive and freely chosen employment.

The pursuit of this goal has to be an active one. Full employment
is not an automatic and inevitable consequence of economic expan-
sion as the phenomenon of so-called “jobless growth” has demon-
strated in recent decades. While it requires constant adjustment – and
thus flexibility – it must not be a purely reactive process. Forward
thinking and forward planning are indispensable. It is becoming very
clear that those countries in the region which learned and applied
lessons from the 1997 economic crisis are now in a much better po-
sition to confront the current international economic downturn than
those whose reaction was to wait for the return of better times.

Local and rural development: The role and potential
of the countryside in contributing to national wealth
The rural sector continues to be a major source of employment

and income for developing countries despite changes caused by glo-
balization and liberalization. Its significance has been underscored by
the recent economic crisis, when urban workers returned to family
farms. Problems of rural development are reflected in low incomes
and low productivity. While breakdowns for urban and rural sectors
are not generally available, statistics show that there is a wide gap be-
tween the employment share and GDP share in agriculture. Available
data show a relatively large agricultural workforce producing a rela-
tively small value added. Low productivity is reflected in low income.

1 ILO: Decent work, Report of the Director-General, International Labour Con-
ference, 87th Session, Geneva, 1999, p. 3.



EMPLOYMENT: THE BEST POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGY

35

Thus, in national development plans rural employment promotion is
closely related to poverty alleviation programmes.

Rural employment promotion involves different approaches in-
cluding macroeconomic issues related to growth and development;
specific sectoral policies for rural areas; and microeconomic planning
for target groups. Experience shows that rapid macroeconomic
growth does not automatically “trickle down” to rural areas. Within
countries, the benefits of economic development are not always
evenly distributed across rural populations in different regions. Sec-
toral policies are required in such areas as: economic diversification
and non-farm activities; micro-enterprises and the informal sector;
and local markets and export promotion.

Table 2.1. Percentage share of agriculture in GDP and employment*

Countries and areas GDP Employment

Bangladesh 25.2 63.2
Cambodia 41.4 98.3
China 17.3 47.5
Cook Islands 22.6 11.5
Hong Kong, China   0.1   0.3
India 27.9 66.7
Indonesia 19.4 43.2
Kazakhstan   9.9 11.7
Korea, Republic of   5.0 11.6
Kyrgyzstan 41.4 49.1
Malaysia 10.8 18.4
Marshall Islands 13.7 20.8
Mongolia 36.1 48.5
Myanmar 59.5 62.7
Nepal 41.6 76.1
Pakistan 27.2 44.1
Philippines 17.6 39.1
Singapore   0.2   0.2
Sri Lanka 20.7 36.2
Tajikistan 22.1 64.0
Thailand 10.4 48.5
Tonga 37.7 34.0
Uzbekistan 33.0 36.2
Viet Nam 25.4 68.6

* Where data are not available for 1999, statistics for the nearest year are presented.
Source: Asian Development Bank (ADB): Key indicators of developing Asian and Pacific countries.
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Table 2.2. Percentage shares of agriculture in GDP and employment
in selected countries in West Asia (including forestry and
fishing)

Special programmes for rural employment are also needed which
include access to assets, wage employment schemes and self-em-
ployment creation schemes. It is important to ensure access and title
to land through clearly defined systems of land tenure and property
rights, land reform and resettlement schemes and land improvement.
Other necessary assets include physical capital, financial assets and
appropriate technology.

Wage employment schemes include both employment-intensive
infrastructure programmes and compensatory programmes and social
funds. The latter are designed to generate employment opportunities
rapidly; transfer income to poor families affected by unemployment
and underemployment; provide social infrastructure; and finance so-
cial assistance programmes including “food for work” programmes.
Common problems of wage employment schemes are that they are
small scale, have a limited impact and only generate employment for

Country GDP Employment

Bahrain   2.41

Jordan   6.22

Oman   9.33

Qatar   1.54

Syrian Arab Republic 29.25 28.26

United Arab Emirates   3.47   5.28

Notes:  1 1991 census.  2 Ministry of Labour, 1992.  3 1993 census.  4 Estimated figure for 1998, FAO
Production Yearbook.  5 Preliminary figure for 1998, Central Bank of Syrian Arab Republic.  6 1991 sam-
ple survey, ILO Yearbook of Labour Statistics.  7 1999 estimates, Middle East Economic Digest.  8 1998
estimates, FAO Production Yearbook.

Box 2.1.  ILO labour-based rural infrastructure project in Cambodia

The ILO labour-based rural infra-
structure project has created millions of
workdays in direct wage employment
since its start in 1992. The project has
focused its operations on assembling
key building blocks, which include
strengthening the government capacity
in community-based integrated rural
accessibility planning, rural infrastruc-

ture planning and management and
private sector capacity for construction
and maintenance. In view of its rele-
vance to local conditions the Cambodi-
an authorities have officially taken the
ILO labour-based technology (LABT) as
the preferred technology in their rural
development undertakings.
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a short period. They seldom reach the poorest and the quality of the
infrastructure built is often inferior. However, key benefits are short-
term employment, physical infrastructure development and a social
safety net.

The interplay between the market and the knowledge-
based economy
Fundamental transformations in communications and technology

are changing social, political and economic life at an accelerating
pace. The World Employment Report 20012 points out that this
change is rapid, irreversible and unpredictable. It brings with it op-
portunities for new jobs, accelerated development, greater transpar-
ency and higher productivity. At the same time, the ICT revolution
has been accompanied by a widening gap – the digital divide – be-
tween the those who have access to it and those who do not. ICT will
affect the content and quality of jobs. It requires a new development
paradigm for rapid technological change.

Growth and employment are contingent upon education, learn-
ing and training. Human capital underpins economic growth, but the
causation runs both ways. Countries with higher levels of income in-
vest more in education, while development of human resources leads
to higher growth rates. Literacy, knowledge and skills are essential.
Increasingly, digital literacy has opened doors for both industrialized
countries such as the Republic of Korea and Singapore as well as
countries with lower levels of income such as China and Malaysia.

Is the communications revolution likely to be a threat or a boon
to greater gender equality in work and society? According to the
World Employment Report 2001, the new information and communi-
cation technologies offer the potential not just to collect, store, proc-
ess and diffuse enormous quantities of information at minimal cost,
but also, and more importantly, to network, interact and communi-
cate across the world. This is where one of the main potentials for
greater gender equality lies. Job growth that uses cognitive skills rath-
er than physical strength in emerging sectors unburdened by tradi-
tional gender stereotyping opens opportunities for women.
Employment growth in the service sector, in particular, provides en-
hanced job opportunities for women in the digital era. For example,
the percentage of women employed by Citibank in Bombay in-
creased from 5 per cent in the 1970s to 70 per cent today. The Inter-

2 ILO: World Employment Report 2001: Life at work in the information econ-
omy (Geneva, 2001).
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net enables women to work at home, allowing them to combine
gainful employment with family responsibilities. Potential benefits in-
clude access to information sources and skills upgrading, political ad-
vocacy, global outreach, access to communications services,
participation in international markets and an escape from cultural iso-
lation and gender bias.

Reaching out to target groups
There is evidence that policies designed to address the employ-

ment challenges and social impact of the Asian crisis were not ade-
quate in terms of reaching target groups. A number of initiatives have
been undertaken to improve labour market information (LMI) to as-
sess impact on these groups. A proper analysis of these data should
facilitate the design and application of policies to women. It is, there-
fore, necessary to compile labour market information that can be dis-
aggregated by sex and age. Other groups of special concern such as
disabled persons and ethnic minorities should also be identified. Data
should provide information about the poor. This includes trends in
poverty and inequality as well as characteristics of households with
low incomes and individuals with low earnings. These are specific as-
pects of a general issue relating to the improvement of LMI systems.
Improved information and better analysis provides a foundation on
which effective policies can be identified, implemented, monitored
and evaluated.

Community-based rehabilitation (CBR) has proven to be success-
ful in improving the decency of work for disabled persons in Iraq
through establishing and strengthening CBR committees, widen-
ing geographical coverage and providing loans for income-
generation activities. Among the lessons learned from the project
in Iraq are that: the CBR approach is more effective for the reintegra-
tion of disabled persons than a traditional approach dependent on
conventional training institutions; microfinance projects function

Box 2.2.  Gender statistics in Lebanon

As part of the Programme on the
Development of National Gender Statis-
tics in Lebanon, three workshops were
organized during the period 1998-99
to support the national capacity in Leb-
anon in the field of generation, use and
dissemination of gender statistics. The

workshops were held within the frame-
work of the regional programme which
was being undertaken in nine Arab
countries. The long-term objective was
to promote more gender-sensitive poli-
cy formulation at the national level.
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more effectively in rural areas than in urban ones; and sustainability
of impact is achieved when clear national policies and strategies are
defined. In view of the effectiveness of the community-based ap-
proach in socio-economic reintegration of the specific target group,
which was proved by this project, the UNDP and the ILO are plan-
ning to launch a new activity which would be geared to other target
groups such as women, youth and elderly people.

Similar CBR projects were implemented in Yemen and the Syrian
Arab Republic. Initiatives are being taken to establish other CBR
projects in the West Bank and Gaza, Oman and Bahrain.

Box 2.3.  Programme for rehabilitation and reintegration
of ex-detainees in Palestine

The ILO provided the necessary tech-
nical assistance to the Palestinian Au-
thority for the establishment of a
programme for the rehabilitation and
socio-economic integration of ex-de-
tainees freed following the Oslo agree-
ments (1993). The programme was
extended for a second phase in 1998.
This multi-component programme of-
fers a number of different services for

ex-detainees: health insurance, job
search assistance, vocational training,
support to continuous education, wage
subsidies, rehabilitation services, and
loans and business support services for
income-generating activities. More
than 18,000 ex-detainees have been
served according to objective, transpar-
ent and non-discriminatory criteria.

Box 2.4.  Women and men disabled through war and landmines placed 
as income earners in the workforce of Cambodia

An ILO project on the strengthening
of labour administration for employ-
ment promotion and human resources
development has the objective of help-
ing disabled people - particularly those
disabled through war or landmines – to
participate in the workforce as income
earners. Most are amputees. The
project has enabled labour administra-
tion to provide more effective services
to workers with disabilities. The ILO is
also cooperating with the World Reha-
bilitation Fund (WRF) – implementing

partner for a UNDP-funded project on
the socio-economic reintegration of
landmine victims – by providing techni-
cal backstopping for specific activities in
Cambodia. In particular, the ILO is help-
ing to establish an association of organ-
izations representing disabled informal
sector producers of handicrafts. It is
also organizing a Business Advisory
Council (BAC) to facilitate the vocation-
al training and job placement of per-
sons with disabilities in formal
employment.
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How do we measure work?
Efforts are being made in the region to integrate paid and unpaid

work into national policies. The ILO participates in a Regional Re-
source Group of Experts (RRG) from countries in the Asia-Pacific re-
gion that deals with issues of labour force statistics, national
accounts, and gender and development. The RRG considers a
number of issues including the informal sector, child labour, time use
and home-based workers; in particular, it seeks to incorporate into
national statistics activities that were once considered to be house-
work rather than employment. This has already been done in Nepal.

The importance of statistics properly reflecting women’s work is
obvious: “As long as women remain statistically invisible, their work,
their lives, and their disadvantages will remain invisible to policy-
makers and leaders. Words need numbers to influence development
intervention. Recognizing that unless steps are taken to put women
squarely on the books, the productivity of half the workforce is des-
tined to remain in the shadows. A strategic entry point for a more in-
tegrated approach to gender-responsive development planning is to
improve statistics on gender issues.”3

Underemployment: The hidden waste of human capacity
Labour statisticians measure underemployment in a number of

ways, taking account, inter alia, of hours of work, skills and income.
The International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) recently
developed an international standard for time-related underemploy-
ment. This measures the number of persons working less than a cer-
tain number of hours who are willing and available to work
additional hours. Underemployment has also been used to refer to
“inadequate” employment situations such as those related to inappro-
priate skills, insufficient income and excessive hours. The problem of
inadequate employment can be especially significant for economies
in transition and during restructuring.

Data from the labour force survey in Nepal indicate that more
than a quarter of those employed work fewer than 40 hours a week.
Time related underemployement tends to be more serious among
women workers, in urban areas and among the self-employed.
Almost one-half of underemployment can be attributed to the off-

3 Rashida Yoosuf, Honourable Minister of Women’s Affairs and Social Welfare,
the Republic of Maldives, cited in M.F. Guerrerro (ed): Integrating paid and unpaid
work into national policies: Selected papers, UNDP Regional Bureau for Asia and the
Pacific (RBAP), New York, 1999.
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season. In 1999, one-third of workers in Sri Lanka were employed for
fewer than 40 hours per week. Figures for Pakistan for 1997-98 indi-
cate that 13 per cent of the workforce worked for less than 35 hours
per week. During the Asian crisis a number of employers in Thailand
resorted to labour hoarding with fewer hours to avoid severance pay.
In addition, there was a rise in new hires of part-time workers. The
result was a significant increase in underemployed workers. Under-
employed persons working fewer than 35 hours per week increased
60 per cent between the third quarters of 1997 and 1998. According
to published reports of the labour force survey in Viet Nam, two-fifths
of the labour force were underemployed in 1999; the corresponding
figure for youth aged 15-24 years was 48 per cent.

Training for work

The challenge of change
Education and training are a way out of unemployment, under-

employment and poverty. Policies and strategies for effective human
resource development are crucial for coping with changing labour
market needs. To this end, there is, in most countries of the region,
a need for greater investment in education and training. Employabil-

Box 2.5.  Nepal labour force survey 1998-99: Improved statistical
measurement of women’s activities

The economic activity of women and
children is often under-reported in sta-
tistical surveys in Asia. Interviewers and
respondents often incorrectly consider
“work” to comprise only those activities
producing an income (in cash or kind),
and do not appreciate that “work” in-
cludes many unpaid activities which are
part of normal household duties (such
as working in the family farm, collecting
firewood and water, household weav-
ing, etc.).

In 1997, the ILO implemented a
project to assist the Nepal Central Bu-
reau of Statistics in designing and im-
plementing a large-scale household-
based labour force survey. Data collec-
tion for this survey covered the period
June 1998 to May 1999 with over

14,000 households in both urban and
rural areas of Nepal. Results were pub-
lished in January 2000.

The survey measured employment,
unemployment and underemployment
in Nepal, paying special attention to ac-
curate reporting of the activities of
women and children, through a special
questionnaire design reinforced by in-
tensive interviewer training.

The 1998-99 Nepal labour force sur-
vey provides an example of an im-
proved method of measuring the
economic (and selected non-economic)
activities of women and children. The
approach has been recommended to
other Asian countries and might serve
as a “best practice” for collecting statis-
tics on this topic.
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ity in the context of a changing economy, generating demands for
new skills and greater competence, is the vital focus for reviewing
systems of education and training.

Current challenges include those arising from the increasing pace
of globalization and international competitiveness, together with a
widening impact of information and communication technology. In
addition, education and training must respond to changes in work or-
ganization and the demands of an ageing population. As demonstrat-
ed by the alarmingly high number of unemployed university
graduates in India, for example, education and training by them-
selves cannot be the sole vehicle for employment creation; they must
go hand-in-hand with other policies including economic develop-
ment and employment promotion. Education and training of high
quality are, however, major instruments to improve socio-economic
conditions and to prevent and combat exclusion and discrimination,
particularly in employment.

Recognizing this, some national authorities have reoriented their
education and training systems so as to develop relevant capacities
for exploiting the potential of a global information economy. Re-
newed efforts are now being made in the region to improve efficien-
cy and effectiveness of national education and training systems to
help promote employment and social cohesion. Such an approach
encompasses opportunities for education and training in all kinds of
settings – in schools, in institutions, at home, at work and in the com-
munity.

From education to employment: Not always a clearly 
marked highway
Active labour market policies (ALMPs) that involve, inter alia,

training programmes, wage subsidies, apprenticeship schemes and
placement services, have not always been successful in placing
young people in decent work. New approaches should be developed
that build on lessons learned through community-based approaches,
special mentoring programmes, electronic labour exchanges and on-
line job markets as well as more traditional policies. Greater attention
should be given to the private sector. Creative opportunities using in-
formation and communication technology should be explored to
place the region’s youth in productive employment.

At the start of the new century, youth employment continues to
be a serious problem. According to ILO estimates, 70 million young
people are searching for work but cannot find any – with about 80
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per cent of them in developing countries and transition economies.
Youth are nearly twice as likely as adults to be unemployed. In many
countries the ratio is higher. Young people are often the last hired
and the first fired. They are less likely to be protected by legislation.
Disproportionately large numbers of young workers are exposed to
long-term unemployment, engaged in precarious employment or lim-
ited to short-term work. As a result, many young women and men
are economically inactive, as they either do not enter or drop out of
the labour force. Socially disadvantaged youth are particularly affect-
ed. Youth inactivity, unemployment and underemployment perpetu-
ate a vicious cycle of poverty and exclusion. Youth joblessness is
linked to social problems such as crime, vandalism and drug abuse.
“Joblessness among the young can be devastating, and governments
have tried in a number of ways to deal with it. But policies targeted
at young people, including preferential hiring, have proved largely
unsuccessful for the simple reason that they are economically unsus-
tainable.”4

In developing countries conventional unemployment rates do not
capture the seriousness of youth employment problems, as many
young people cannot afford to be without a source of income. In-
stead, the inadequacy of work opportunities results in casual employ-
ment, intermittent work, insecure arrangements and low earnings.
Underemployment is high among young people who work in house-
hold production units and in the large informal sector. Temporary
jobs of low quality may even harm the future prospects of young
workers.

Studies of youth employment point to the greater burdens borne
by teenagers and women. In some countries teenage youth (aged 15-
19 years) suffer higher rates of open unemployment than young
adults (aged 20-24 years). In many countries more young women
than young men are unemployed or inactive. Women often face dis-
crimination with regard to education, training and employment.
Youth employment promotion also has a significant role to play in
peace-building and conflict prevention efforts as seen in the ILO in-
terventions in the Solomon Islands and East Timor.

For these reasons, promoting productive employment for young
people must be high on the ILO’s decent work agenda. Effective pol-
icies for the labour market and employment promotion should be

4 Kofi A. Annan: We the peoples: The role of the United Nations in the 21st cen-
tury (New York, United Nations, 2000), p. 25.
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formulated, implemented and monitored to provide young women
and men with opportunities for employment and income.

In West Asia – and more specifically in the GCC States – the ILO
is working on the economic empowerment of youth and women
through their involvement in micro- and small-enterprise develop-
ment. Awareness seminars are planned in Bahrain and Qatar. The
ILO is also exploring the possibilities of incorporating business man-
agement training in the vocational training institutes in order to en-
courage youth to engage in self-empowerment initiatives.

The Secretary-General of the United Nations, the World Bank
President, and the Director-General of the ILO, have convened a
High-Level Policy Network on Youth Employment “drawing on the
most creative leaders in private industry, civil society and economic
policy to explore imaginative approaches to this difficult challenge”.
As part of this initiative the ILO has formed a task force that will look
at ways to generate opportunities for young people through informa-
tion and communication technologies and bridge the gap between
the informal sector and the knowledge economy.

Ageing of the population: Challenge and change
for work patterns, training systems, health care
and pension schemes
As a result of falling fertility rates, the population is ageing in

most parts of the world. This is having a major impact on both youth
and old-age dependency ratios. However, these trends represent not
just problems but opportunities. While higher percentages of older
people will affect expenditures on health and pensions as well as cre-
ate greater demands for unpaid work in caring professions – most of
which are made up of women – smaller cohorts of young people will
have greater access to quality education. Old age is synonymous with
poverty for many working people. Longer life, better health and di-
minishing birth rates mean that it is becoming imperative to place a
greater number of older workers in decent work through employ-
ment promotion and training programmes. Another issue that must
be addressed is the fact that the gender gap at older ages will create
a growing number of widows who face loss of social status and legal
rights in many societies.5

5 ILO: World Labour Report 2000: Income security and social protection in a
changing world (Geneva, 2000).
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The problem of resources for skills training and
their optimum allocation: Defining priorities
The costs of allocating and maintaining resources and infrastruc-

ture for skills training are now prohibitive for many governments in
the region. Rapid changes in technology and the way in which work
is organized today necessitate enormous investment. Many countries
are finding it increasingly difficult to provide the resources required.
For poorer countries the task is impossible. Additional pressures on
public funding capacity arise from structural adjustment programmes,
restrictive fiscal policies and reduced development assistance. In-
creased competition and low wages have contributed to cutbacks for
education and training by governments, businesses and workers.

In order to prioritize most efficiently the allocation of scarce re-
sources to skills training, it is necessary to determine: what skills are
required (by types of enterprises and sections of the community);
whether skills are better learned on-the-job or off-the-job (or a com-
bination of both); and who will provide the resources and by what
means – public sector, private sector or the workers themselves?

Training must be tied to employment opportunities. Without jobs,
skills training programmes are an empty promise. They represent a
waste of scarce financial and human resources. The final result is
frustration that can lead to social unrest.

The problem of access to skills training: Those most
in need of skills cannot get training
Those without access to basic skills training and lifelong learning

opportunities have limited opportunities. Unequal access exacerbates

Table 2.3.  Ageing

Population over 60
(per cent of total population)

Population over 60
(per cent of total population)

1980 2000 2010 2030 2050 1980 2000 2010 2030 2050

World total 8.6 10.0 11.1 15.8 22.1 0.8 1.1 1.5 2.2 4.2
Asia 6.8 8.7 10.2 17.1 23.5 0.4 0.8 1.1 2.0 4.3
Eastern Asia 7.9 11.2 13.6 24.0 30.2 0.5 1.1 1.7 3.2 7.1
South-central Asia 6.1 7.0 7.9 13.0 20.0 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.3 2.8
South-eastern Asia 5.6 7.2 8.3 15.1 22.6 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.4 13.6
Western Asia 6.1 7.1 7.7 12.2 18.0 0.6 0.6 0.9 1.3 2.8

Source: ILO: World Labour Report 2000, p. 256.
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existing inequalities arising from low educational attainment and in-
adequate basic skills. Differential access to training tends to reinforce
skill differences in all societies, with workers who are highly skilled
more likely to receive additional training than workers who are lower
skilled.

Access to public skills training programmes is often restricted due
to the limited number of places available. Yet public sector training
often fails to attract trainees. Consequently, access to training is fre-
quently restricted to persons having already reached a particular ed-
ucational level. The poor are more likely to be excluded. The access
of others is limited through training programmes implemented spe-
cifically for socially disadvantaged groups as is the case, for example,
in Cambodia, China, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Thailand.

In some countries in the region, there is still a cultural preference
among facilities for girls to enrol only in skill training courses exclu-
sively for girls, and not in mixed training programmes for boys and
girls. This tends to limit the training opportunities for girls. Also, in a
number of countries, the narrow, outdated training in traditional
“male” areas makes these courses less attractive to trainees, as the
training is not responsive to labour market needs.

Private sector institutions tend to train in areas where there is a
quick return on investment. These include training in language, com-
puters and management. While some enterprises are willing to pay
for their workers to attend training programmes, both public and pri-
vate, many workers pay their own expenses. Larger high-performing
industries are more likely to invest in skills development than small
and medium-sized enterprises.

Improved access to education and training by vulnerable groups
– in particular youth, the disabled, the displaced and poor – are im-
portant elements for making training effective for job creation, eco-
nomic growth and social integration. Making all forms of training and
education equally accessible to women will be a major step forward
towards achieving gender equality in employment. Bringing training
to the doorstep of people who need it most is another enormous
challenge for raising productivity and increasing income in rural are-
as and the informal sector.

Training is also an important element in social reintegration of ex-
combatants and conflict-affected people. The ILO has and continues
to assist in this effort in, for example, the Solomon Islands and Pales-
tine. Training is equally useful in dealing with post-disaster recon-
struction, e.g. Gujarat (India) where craft and building skills are being
developed with ILO assistance.
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One of the strategies adopted by the countries in the region to
enhance employability is to involve local administrations in training
delivery for the informal sector. These specially tailored short training
programmes for specific target groups adopt a non-formal training
mode. In this context, the community-based training approach devel-
oped by the ILO is viewed as one of the more useful methodologies
for promoting self-employment opportunities in poor communities of
both rural areas and urban centres. The effectiveness of the commu-
nity-based training approach lies in the fact that interventions are
needs-based and demand-led; training provides practical skills for
pre-identified employment opportunities.

Providers of training: Who does it best?
The days of government-funded, designed and implemented

training programmes are numbered. The role of governments is
changing to one of agent and facilitator – that of encouraging coop-
eration between the social partners and provision of information and
mechanisms for planning and coordination of labour market and
training needs. Governments also need to establish forward-looking
enabling environments in which employers, workers and institutions
can receive guidance and support for education and training in fast-
changing economies. The question is whether governments are able
to assume these roles. However, it must be noted that in some coun-
tries in the region, the State is often the only source of skills training.

It is now becoming more obvious that on-the-job training, sup-
plemented with face-to-face instruction, is the most efficient method
of imparting skills. In Japan, the Republic of Korea and Singapore,
enterprise-based learning has been the main method of skills devel-
opment for a number of years. Malaysia is following this trend. Nev-
ertheless, the Malaysian Employers’ Federation is meeting some
resistance to enterprise-based learning within some of the larger en-
terprises and most of the small and medium-sized enterprises in the
east coast region. In the case of the Republic of Korea, it might be
added that the Government had earlier made a massive investment
in vocational training, closely linked to investment trends through the
Economic Planning Board, which has had a significant impact on im-
proving the economy. Workplace training, as a complementary
measure, was introduced more recently. Many companies in Thailand
seek accreditation with the International Organization for Standardi-
zation (ISO) and are thus forced to provide formal training for their
staff. However, the majority of workers in Thai enterprises learn their
skills on the job or on an ad hoc basis with only a few enterprises
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seeking more systematic arrangements with public and private train-
ing institutions. The Thai Government has recognized the need to
provide support through incentives for enterprises to collaborate and
participate in skill development programmes.6

The marketability of skills: Certification – Of what?
For whom? By whom?
The issues of accreditation and certification of skills have always

been contentious. Assessment is often made outside the workplace,
sometimes during or immediately after training. In many cases the
skills acquired are not the ones required in the world of work. In-
deed, the pace at which technology is changing requires skills to be
adaptable to and transferable across a range of fields. This makes it
difficult to determine the breakdown of occupations into categories,
particularly in information technology. The speed at which new jobs
are created and old ones change also makes accreditation and certi-
fication difficult; what is certified as a necessary competence one
month may change the next. The process needs to be thoroughly re-
viewed. Countries such as Australia, the United Kingdom and some
parts of the United States are developing a more broad-based ap-
proach to skill standards and accreditation. Issues such as core com-
petencies, soft skills, tacit knowledge, management of tasks and
contingencies, as well as the ability to work in a team, are now rec-
ognized as essential. The ILO Asian and Pacific Skill Development
Programme (APSDEP) has for the past three years worked with a
number of countries to develop a Regional Model of Competency
Standards. Further work is now being carried out to develop a frame-
work within which the model can be applied in different countries in
the region.

Incentives: What will make workers seek, accept and
apply training?
Without clear incentives to train, such as increased wages, better

career opportunities or improved social status, many workers are re-
luctant to take part in training programmes. Furthermore, it is no
longer sufficient to improve the efficiency and quality of existing
modes of education and training as these were developed to meet the
demands of another era. Students, trainees and workers, products of

6 A. Rojvithee: Successful practices in human resource development in the work-
place: Contributions from labour management and government – Two case studies
from Thailand (Royal Thai Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Bangkok, 2000).
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these systems, now find themselves lacking the knowledge and cog-
nitive and social skills that are necessary to survive in an increasingly
knowledge-based environment. Knowledge-based, high-tech enter-
prises often complain that graduates from colleges and universities
lack the capacity to learn fresh skills and assimilate new knowledge.7

A number of Asian countries are making a concerted effort to re-
structure their education systems to meet the needs of the modern
sector. However, this requires firm government commitment to make
necessary changes: educational restructuring, relevant policies, regu-
latory framework and an enabling environment that will stimulate a
knowledge-based economy. The private sector must have a role to
play in the development of new polices that redefine the educational
framework to meet the demands of a knowledge-based economy,
since the educational establishment may not be able to do so.

Retraining to “go back in there”
Retraining schemes for retrenched workers are a key component

of ALMPs and a primary concern for trade unions in the region.
Nonetheless, adequate systems for placing retrenched workers in
wage employment and self-employment still need to be developed
and broadened.

For example, formal training systems in South Asia offer only very
limited facilities for the retraining of retrenched workers. Most of
them are low-literate or functionally illiterate; many may neither be
interested in nor have the capacity to enter a new occupation. Sur-
veys in India showed that only one in ten of workers retrenched as
a result of privatization expressed a wish for retraining and redeploy-
ment, while almost half wished to become self-employed. However,
opportunities for retraining in India remain very limited. The lesson
learned from these surveys is that more self-employment training and
post-training support programmes need to be implemented. Here the
ILO community-based training approach mentioned above could be
applied effectively. Issues such as access to retraining opportunities,
cost of providing it as well as cost to the retrenched workers, refer-
ence to labour market demand, and access to facilities for start-up of
businesses, require further attention to make retraining and place-
ment more effective.

7 D.L. Cogburn: Globalization, knowledge, education and training in the infor-
mation age, Centre for Information Society Development in Africa [http.//
www.unesco.org/webworld/infoethics-2/eng/papers/paper-23.htm].
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Employment strategies, macroeconomic policies
and development planning
The experience of the Asian crisis shows that not only is it nec-

essary to have informed policies for demand management, exchange
rates and economic incentives, but also an effective implementing
environment that includes transparent governance, strong institutions
and appropriate laws. Indeed, there should be an enabling environ-
ment for enterprise development – and this implies protection from
volatile portfolio investment as well as incentives for human resource
development. Policies should promote comparative advantage in a
changing global economy. Employment strategy is to increase skill
development for higher technology – and this will involve decisions
about government expenditure on education and training as well as
policies for promoting direct foreign investment.

Rapid economic growth without employment promotion policies,
human resources development and social protection schemes leaves
economies such as Thailand’s vulnerability to severe economic
downturns. An important part of job creation through enterprise pro-
motion will be expanding micro-, small and medium-sized enterpris-
es by providing services and infrastructure to improve productivity
and profitability. Tapping the potential of the informal sector to pro-
vide jobs and income should be part of business development efforts.
In an effort to cushion the social impact of the economic crisis, gov-
ernments in the region launched job creation programmes combined
with community development initiatives. Moving out of the crisis,
these programmes should be reassessed in terms of their contribu-
tions to sustainable employment and community development. Pub-
lic employment services will need to be strengthened to provide
additional services and conduct policy analysis. In particular, internal
management information systems need to be strengthened. The so-
cial costs resulting from massive layoffs and reduced income of the
economic crisis point to the need to improve social protection. A
number of questions have been raised about minimum wages in
terms of levels and mechanisms. While recent studies have shed light
on some of the issues, it will be necessary to obtain additional infor-
mation to enable countries to select appropriate policies for sustained
economic recovery. This will require better information about decen-
tralized decisions and enterprise incentives.

Migration policies should be considered in development plans for
human resources. The highest priority should be given to measures
aimed at eliminating trafficking of women and children. More gener-
ally, steps should be taken to ensure that the equality and treatment
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of men and women enshrined in law is implemented in national pol-
icies. In order to shift the structure of production and exports to prod-
ucts with higher value added, it will be necessary to enhance the
skills of workers with better education and training. This requires na-
tional strategies and coordinated policies. Social dialogue makes for
better employment decisions. Systems of industrial relations need to
be strengthened through better tripartite machinery and bipartite re-
lations. Serious weaknesses in information and analysis used for la-
bour market policies will have to be addressed.

The World Bank and IMF have endorsed proposals to place pov-
erty reduction at the centre of concessional assistance for low income
countries through country-owned poverty reduction strategies re-
flected in a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP). The ILO Direc-
tor-General has stressed that the best route out of poverty for the
majority of the poor is through decent work. The pursuit of the de-
cent work agenda, in close cooperation with governments, workers’
and employers’ organizations, as well as with the ILO’s other national
and international partners, should bring an important perspective to
the fight against poverty. The ILO’s work in the areas of fundamental
rights at work, employment promotion, social protection and social
dialogue can contribute to the development of PRSPs by helping to
strengthen national participatory processes and by identifying poli-
cies and actions appropriate in individual country circumstances.
Among the seven countries identified for this programme three are in
the Asia and Pacific region: Cambodia, Nepal and Pakistan.

What do active labour markets require?
Ideally, market forces should balance labour supply and labour

demand. In a “perfect” competition scenario, labour markets work to
determine wage rates and employment levels. On the demand side
employers make choices concerning the levels of output, the use of
technology and the mix of resources. On the supply side workers
also make choices about whether to look for new jobs, to move to
another location, and to acquire more education and training. In
making these decisions employers and workers are believed to weigh
the costs and benefits of the choices they make. Employers seek to
produce at least cost, while workers look for the highest earnings. In
a competitive economy labour market outcomes distribute income
and products among members of society. Labour markets move
workers and determine remuneration among various sectors, occu-
pations and regions – and income is distributed to labour market par-
ticipants. In practice, however, the process of adjustment may be
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slow and inefficient. Economic crises, structural change, political un-
certainty and armed conflict, inter alia, give rise to unemployment
and underemployment. Discouraged workers discontinue their job
search or leave the labour market. In order to correct imbalances, dis-
tortions and imperfections, governments intervene to deal with mar-
ket failures, address unequal opportunities and improve income
distribution. Targeted interventions are also used to alleviate poverty
and combat discrimination. In addition to general strategies for
growth and development, active labour market policies are designed
to improve the functioning of labour markets. These may be used to
improve outcomes in terms of efficiency, growth, equity and social
justice.

Active labour market policies require measures for human capi-
tal, job creation and matching services. On the supply side this means
training and retraining, guidance and counselling, job placement and
labour mobility. On the demand side, active labour market policies
require job creation and public works, subsidizing wage employ-
ment, promoting self-employment, supporting small enterprises, pro-
moting the private sector and encouraging community development
through local initiatives. Job brokering is designed to help: men and
women find a first job; enterprises to find suitable workers; employed
people to change jobs; and the unemployed to find new jobs.

During the Asian crisis countries in the region used these policies
to address the serious issues of unemployment and underemploy-
ment. Areas for improvement include better coordination among of-
fices and agencies that put the various components of ALMPs into
effect. Ministries of labour could, for instance, benefit from better in-
ternal coordination. There also appears to have been a fragmentation
and overlap of policies and programmes carried out by different min-
istries. Other difficulties arose from design and targeting of pro-
grammes. These problems point to a need for capacity building for
policy-makers and labour administration. In addition, government,
employers and workers expressed a need for improving labour mar-
ket information systems.

The ILO and the World Bank have promoted ALMPs in post-crisis
recovery in the Philippines, for instance. This approach has also been
found to be relevant to other kinds of crises such as natural disasters
and armed conflicts, when unemployment, especially of young peo-
ple, soars, e.g. recent experiences in East Timor and the Solomon Is-
lands.
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Integrated approaches through country reviews
For some time the ILO has been promoting integrated approach-

es to employment and labour through its country objectives and mul-
tidisciplinary teams. As a follow-up to the World Summit for Social
Development the ILO has undertaken a number of Country Employ-
ment Policy Reviews (CEPRs) aligned with the ILO Employment Pol-
icy Convention, 1964 (No. 122), in consultation with governments,
workers and employers. Within the region these reviews have been
undertaken in Nepal, Thailand and Pakistan. A review is currently un-
der way in Yemen, encompassing wide-ranging issues such as the re-
form of the legal framework, the design of an SME-led strategy for
employment promotion and the reform of social security schemes.
The policy review in Thailand reached beyond issues traditionally de-
signed for employment promotion and labour markets to include a
wider range of policies as part of its focus on decent work and inter-
national competitiveness. It covered social protection and social dia-
logue as essential elements in employment policy. Labour standards
together with gender concerns were important cross-cutting issues.
Thus, the Thailand CEPR serves as an example for the Decent Work
Pilot Programme and the Regional Decent Work Team8 that is now
being introduced to promote an integrated approach to the ILO’s four
strategic objectives: promote and realize standards and fundamental
principles and rights at work; create greater opportunities for women
and men to secure decent employment and income; enhance the
coverage and effectiveness of social protection for all; and strengthen
tripartism and social dialogue.

In addition to comprehensive tripartite country reviews the ILO
has worked through consultations to identify policy priorities and de-
velop policy frameworks in the region. For example, as part of the
follow-up to the World Summit for Social Development and in order
to enhance the capacity of constituents to contribute to long-term
sustainable growth in the region, the Regional Office for Arab States
organized a “Regional consultation on employment: Follow-up to the
World Summit for Social Development” in 1999.

8 The Regional Decent Work Team is temporarily organized and is located at
the Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific (ROAP) in Bangkok. It is composed of
four specialists. Each member is invited to make general comments or report in a
specific field when required by the Regional Director.
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The role of systems for information and analysis
In order to formulate effective policies for the labour market,

channel investment resources into human development and develop
appropriate technology for productive output in a competitive econ-
omy, it is essential to have an effective labour market information sys-
tem. Policy-makers require timely, reliable and accurate information
about trends in employment, unemployment and underemployment.
They need information to analyse labour supply and labour demand
as well as to implement active labour market policies that place new
entrants in productive work and displaced workers in new jobs. Em-

Box 2.6.  Thailand Country Employment Policy Review (CEPR):
Central themes

The central themes running through
the CEPR are decent work and interna-
tional competitiveness. The review sug-
gests that labour market institutions
must be strengthened to ensure decent
work opportunities. As additional jobs
will, in the future, be in private busi-
nesses rather than the public sector, en-
terprise promotion is of crucial im-
portance. The Government has mobi-
lized resources for social investments
and job creation to cushion the impact
of the economic crisis. These should be
integrated with parallel efforts for com-
munity empowerment. Social protec-
tion measures must be identified and
implemented. Human resources devel-

opment is a key element in Thailand’s
competitiveness and ongoing reforms
in systems for education and training
should address these issues. A greater
role for training in private enterprises
should be a major priority. Strengthen-
ing tripartite institutions and bipartite
relations is the key to effective social di-
alogue for increased productivity and
decent work. A number of measures
including legislative reforms are pro-
posed. Finally, an improved labour mar-
ket information system is required to
produce a sound base for labour and
social policies. The existing system
needs strengthening to meet this need.

Source: ILO: Decent work for all: Targeting full employment in Thailand, Country Employment Pol-
icy Review (Bangkok, ILO/EASMAT, 2000).

Box 2.7.  A national strategy to promote female employment in Yemen

In Yemen, the ILO has sought to de-
velop a policy framework for female
employment. A national working
group, including tripartite partners, line
ministries and the NGO sector, was set
up to develop a comprehensive nation-
al strategy for female employment. This
consultative process culminated in a

seminar to obtain a national consensus.
The seminar was inaugurated by the
Prime Minister and the strategy re-
ceived the official endorsement of the
Yemeni Cabinet of Ministers. The ILO is
currently assisting the Government in
the implementation of the strategy.
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ployment services require information to match job applicants with
notified vacancies. They also use information about business, training
and credit to open opportunities in self-employment. Improved infor-
mation is necessary to assess the benefits and costs for government
and society in strengthening systems of social protection for workers
associated with unemployment, illness, accidents, death and disabil-
ity. Potential investors require information about job skills, wage rates
and labour legislation. Vocational trainers require labour market in-
formation about skill requirements and labour demand.

The economic crisis has highlighted some of the strengths and
weaknesses of labour market information systems in the Asia-Pacific
region. Efforts to analyse the causes of current economic conditions
and suggest solutions for the labour market problems have alerted
users to shortcomings in the information being produced and dissem-
inated by various agencies. Better labour market information is re-

Box 2.8.  Some ILO initiatives to improve labour market information
in the Asia-Pacific region

Labour statistics:
� Labour force surveys in Nepal and Viet Nam
� Improved labour force survey in Thailand
� Reviews of labour statistics in Cambodia, China, Nepal, Thailand, Viet Nam
� Update and review of labour statistics, Lebanon
� Manpower survey in the agricultural sector in the Syrian Arab Republic
� Advice on labour force survey in Qatar
� Review of methodology for estimate of unemployment rate in Jordan

Labour market information systems (LMIS):
� Training for labour market information and labour market analysis in Thailand
� Improved labour market information for urban employment promotion in Chi-

na
� Use of wages statistics for collective negotiations in China
� Labour market information for employment services in Viet Nam
� Electronic labour exchange in Malaysia
� Harmonizing LMIS in GCC States
� Building LMIS with the Palestinian Authority

Labour market information proposals:
� Improved establishment-based surveys in China, Thailand and Viet Nam
� Improved statistics based on administrative records in Cambodia, China, Mon-

golia, Thailand and Viet Nam
� Improved labour market information system for Viet Nam
� Training for labour statistics in China
� Training workshop on labour market information and information technology

development in Malaysia
� Labour force survey in Mongolia
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quired to analyse trends in the quantity and quality of jobs and assess
performance of the economy. This information is also essential for
evaluating existing and planned programmes for job creation, enter-
prise development, employment services, skill development and so-
cial protection and for promoting social dialogue. It is necessary to
enhance the capacity of agencies to formulate plans and policies for
the future, taking into account the principles of the Employment Pol-
icy Convention, 1964 (No. 122), and the Labour Administration Con-
vention, 1978 (No. 150).

In West Asia, the development of labour market institutions and
the enhancement of the institutional capacity for labour market anal-
ysis and monitoring are considered a high priority by many constitu-
ents in the region.

Discussions indicate that labour market information is sometimes
understood to be statistics rather than a broader concept that includes
both qualitative information and quantitative data. These sources are
complementary. In addition to improved information there is an ex-
pressed demand for enhanced capacity for better analysis of such in-
formation. Moreover, the demand for information extends beyond
general profiles of the labour market to specific information on target
groups in local areas, so that government agencies and workers’ or-
ganizations can channel support to those people in need of assist-
ance.

The International Labour Office has played a role in assembling
and disseminating a set of timely information and relevant statistics
through its Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM). These are de-
signed to monitor national, regional and global employment trends
and to encourage decision-makers to use better information for im-
proved policies. Within the region several countries have shown an
interest in developing labour market indicators to enhance national
databases and improve international comparisons. The importance of
selecting labour market indicators was evident during the Asian eco-
nomic crisis. Box 2.9 gives the example from Thailand.

Employment services in the region are increasingly using on-line
services to provide information about job openings and job vacan-
cies, facilitating the placement of women and men into jobs. These
services might be expanded to include information about new oppor-
tunities in self-employment. Electronic databases can be used to im-
prove the internal management of employment services and to
identify better policies for labour markets.
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The role of employment services
The main functions of employment services are matching job-

seekers and job vacancies; producing and disseminating labour mar-
ket information; implementing active labour market policies;
administering unemployment insurance schemes; paying or author-
izing payment for unemployment benefits; and regulating private em-
ployment agencies. Additional services include conducting training
courses; operating production units; and administering programmes
for overseas employment of domestic workers.9

Public employment services generally register and place a small
proportion of jobseekers. The employment workshops recently con-
ducted by the ILO in the West Bank and Gaza are an example of ef-
forts to strengthen the capacity of these services. The workshops
focused on the current status, service development and officials’
opinions of employment services. Furthermore, a guide for public
employment services was prepared to familiarize officials with the
structure and work of employment offices as well as with labour
forms, classification systems, placement services and data coding.

9 R. Heron: Employment services: An introductory guide (Bangkok, ILO/EAS-
MAT, 1999).

Box 2.9.  Selection of indicators and crisis in Thailand: Open
unemployment rates versus real wage earnings

The significance of selecting labour
market indicators to measure labour
market outcomes is clearly demonstrat-
ed in the case of the Asian economic
crisis in Thailand. If rates of unemploy-
ment are used to measure the impact of
the crisis on workers in Thailand, they
show that the effect was progressive in
the sense that higher income groups
suffered more than lower income work-
ers. Unemployment rates increased
more in urban areas than in rural areas,
more in Bangkok than elsewhere, more
among prime-age workers rather than
young jobseekers and more among bet-
ter-educated workers than less-educat-
ed persons. However, if real aggregate
wage earnings are used to measure the

impact, the assessment is reversed.
Poor workers suffered most from the
economic crisis. Wage earnings de-
creased more in rural areas than in ur-
ban areas; more in the poorest regions
such as the north-east rather than in
the richest regions such as Bangkok.
Young workers were hit harder than
adult workers. The decline in real earn-
ings was greater in the private sector
than in the public sector and for small
enterprises than for large firms. The
shift of wage earnings was from lower
income work to higher paid jobs. Only
in the case of gender distribution did
the income effects lead to a more equal
distribution of wage earnings.
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Unemployment protection is often linked to active labour market
policies. In this case, employment services are an interface between
public assistance and displaced workers. Unemployment insurance
may be linked to participation in active job search, vocational training
programmes or job counselling services. Ideally, unemployment pro-
tection should be complementary to programmes designed to place
people in sustainable employment. The objective is to maintain in-
centives that move women and men into productive employment
while protecting them from vulnerabilities of open – and, hopefully
transitional – unemployment. Likewise, social assistance paid on a
temporary basis is no substitute for unemployment protection linked
to active policies. The Asian crisis has demonstrated that rapidly de-
signed safety nets cannot substitute for fully integrated social security
systems and anti-poverty policies. Once again, the primary focus
should be to generate full employment. Employment services should
be a repository of information about local policy successes and inter-
national best practices among active labour market policies.

The reform of state-owned enterprises: The economies
in transition
Reforms of state-owned enterprises in transition economies cre-

ate serious difficulties – most notably in terms of redundant workers
and massive layoffs. Changes in the structure of the economy are re-
flected in the demand for labour. Serious dislocations follow from
changes in the composition, form and quality of jobs. Weak labour
demand and high unemployment rates may lead to lower participa-
tion rates. Long-term unemployment, sharp regional disparities, seri-

Box 2.10.  Unemployment insurance system in
the Republic of Korea

In 1995 the Republic of Korea intro-
duced an Employment Insurance Sys-
tem (EIS) that combines traditional
unemployment benefits programmes
with active labour market policies. The
EIS has played a significant role in re-
ducing unemployment by carrying out
various policy measures in programmes
for employment stabilization, skills de-

velopment and unemployment bene-
fits. The EIS became increasingly
important during the financial crisis.

The principal components of the EIS
are: (i) employment stabilization pro-
gramme; (ii) job skill development pro-
gramme; and (iii) unemployment
benefits.

See Kil-Sang Yoo: The employment insurance system in Korea (Seoul, Korea Labour Institute, 1999).
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ous wage arrears and low real incomes are likely to result. Reduced
wages affect purchasing power, aggregate demand and economic
growth. Skill mismatches place a strain on systems for education and
training.

Box 2.11.  The employment implications of economic restructuring in
the Republic of Korea

Responding to the Asian economic
crisis, the Republic of Korea decided to
undertake structural reforms beginning
with the financial, corporate, labour
and public sectors. The directions and
priorities for a reform agenda were de-
termined through tripartite consulta-
tions. Labour policies are intended to
reduce unemployment and introduce
measures to increase labour market
flexibility, strengthen workers’ rights
and expand a social safety net. Despite
an early recovery from the economic cri-
sis, continued job losses have resulted
in social conflict. Labour disputes have
continued despite an increased aware-
ness about the roles of tripartite consul-
tations, voluntary cooperation and
industrial relations.

The unemployment rate is expected
to be 4.4 per cent in February 2000 –
down from a 17-year peak of 8.6 per
cent in February 1999. Yet corporate
shutdowns and layoffs in financial insti-
tutions are expected to contribute to
rising numbers of unemployed workers.
In addition, new entrants of college
graduates and winter slowdowns in the
construction sector add to the jobless
total. With the number of unemployed
rising to almost 1 million, the Govern-
ment is attempting to deal with the
painful costs of economic restructuring
and the strong resistance of labour un-
ions.

Since the beginning of the crisis, tri-
partite commissions have been con-
vened with the participation of the
Government, the Federation of Korean
Trade Unions (FKTU), the Korean Con-
federation of Trade Unions (KCTU) and
employers’ associations to discuss a
wide range of issues including macr-
oeconomic policies, price stability, cor-
porate management, national competi-
tiveness and social security.

Measures to tackle unemployment
include: providing employment mainte-
nance assistance; placing displaced
workers in new jobs through referral
services and vocational training; creat-
ing short-term employment opportuni-
ties; and expanding social safety nets.
Opportunities are provided to unem-
ployed not covered by employment in-
surance – including new entrants to the
job market. Programmes also include
assistance for unemployed persons to
set up their own businesses.

Key components of unemployment
measures in the Republic of Korea in-
clude: job retention subsidies; job
placement support for unemployed
persons; vocational training for im-
proved employability; special allowanc-
es and household loans to maintain
minimum living standards; protection
against wage arrears and of retirement
pay; special unemployment measures in
the winter for construction workers and
new entrants.

Source: KOILAF: Employment stabilization policy measures, summary of corporate restructuring and
employment stabilization policy released in November 2000 by the Ministry of Labour [http://
www.koilaf.org/publications/2000-13.html].
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The informal sector as a survival strategy
or business opportunity
“The greater part of the informal sector consists of subsistence-

level production units and activities, motivated by the need for sur-
vival and characterized by low levels of income, productivity, skills,
technology and capital, and weak linkages with the rest of the econ-
omy. However, it has also been observed that there are modern and
dynamic segments of the informal sector which are capable of gen-
erating significant growth, higher incomes and job creation and/or
having linkages to the emerging market and formal enterprises, in
particular those associated with new technologies in information and
communications.”10

The informal sector has thus been viewed as both a catch-all for
economic downturns and a potential seedbed for business develop-
ment. More recently, new forms of self-employment and subcontract-
ing arrangements have been developed by the formal sector to
reduce costs and avoid regulations. Home-based women workers fig-
ure importantly in these strategies. In the informal sector of many
Asian countries, women form the majority of subcontracted and own-
account workers – at home, on the streets or in small production
units known as sweatshops. Many of them are homeworkers, as de-
fined by the ILO Home Work Convention, 1996 (No. 177), producing
goods or services at the end of the subcontracting chain. The exist-
ence of informal activities that are closely linked to the formal sector
through production chains has complicated recent assessments of the
informal sector’s role in responding to the Asian economic crisis. To
the extent that the informal economy together with the agricultural

10 ILO: Concept paper, Informal Sector Task Force (Geneva, 2000).

Box 2.12.  Improvements in the working environment through I-WEB
in India

Clusters of micro- and small enter-
prises based on traditional artisan skills
have experienced growth in their activi-
ties due to their linkages to the export-
ing organized sector. However, the
adverse working environment in these
clusters is the result of increased activi-
ties generated by such linkages and
competitive pressures on traditional

technology and skills. The ILO has initi-
ated a pilot programme of small-enter-
prise development and improved
working conditions by utilizing its tool,
I-WEB (Improve Your Work Environ-
ment and Business) in a brassware
manufacturing cluster in Moradabad,
India.
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sector is a survival strategy and a safety net, it is counter-cyclical by
expanding while the economy is contracting. Small, and even micro-
, enterprises tend to expand as part of growing economies, while the
survivalist components of the informal economy tend to expand dur-
ing economic down-turns and crises. Furthermore, the component of
the informal economy that is tied to the formal sector through home-
based workers, especially homeworkers and out-workers, appears to
follow a pro-cyclical trend.

A majority of governments in the region actively promote home
work among disadvantaged groups in urban and rural areas as an im-
portant means of poverty alleviation and socio-economic develop-
ment. Home work enables women to cope with responsibilities for
work and family – albeit often at the cost of seriously increased stress.
Earning their own income may lead women to play a greater role in
decision-making for families and communities. However, the link be-
tween economic opportunities and social empowerment is not auto-
matic. Many women work long hours in unhealthy conditions for
little pay. Increasing numbers of women are joining the ranks of
homeworkers in countries affected by the crisis or in economies in
transition.

The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India helped
lead the 16-year-long international campaign to gain rights for home-
based workers equivalent to those for formal sector workers – which
led to Convention No. 177. While none of the countries in Asia has
ratified the Convention, several initiatives are being taken by govern-
ments and organizations to implement its provisions, including devel-
opment of national policies and promotion of self-help organizations
for these predominantly female groups.

Box 2.13.  Providing a voice and protection to homeworkers
in Thailand

The Government of Thailand pro-
motes home work, but at the same
time intends to protect the workers in
this sector. Following the provision of
training to homeworkers for several
years, the Ministry of Labour and Social
Welfare has established a Product Pro-
motion Centre in Bangkok and is now
setting up centres for the promotion,
development and protection of home
work in ten provinces. HomeNet Thai-

land, a network of NGOs, village occu-
pational, savings and/or housewives’
groups, cooperatives and some unions
have organized to ensure that home-
workers have a voice in policy debates.
Technical and financial support is pro-
vided by the ILO to assist in efforts to
improve protection of homeworkers in
fields such as provision of legal aid, im-
provements in occupational safety and
health and extension of social security.
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For several years the ILO in the Asia-Pacific region has been sup-
porting enterprise development and entrepreneurship for women.
Based on the lessons drawn from these earlier programmes, the ILO
is currently undertaking a project to enable national employers’ or-
ganizations to play an enhanced role in supporting and promoting
women’s entrepreneurship development.

Small business, self-employment and cooperatives:
Ways out of informality
The basic features of self-employment creation schemes are that

they are designed to provide training opportunities, complementary
resources and a supportive environment for establishing and improv-
ing small businesses of target groups. The aim is to increase produc-
tivity through asset endowment, credit provision, skill formation and
entrepreneurship training. Microfinance is intended to support partic-
ipatory efforts for developing rural banking and micro-enterprises
aimed at generating income and savings; it is also used to increase
household food security. Common problems are inefficiency in tar-
geting and lack of prerequisites such as existing organizations, mar-
keting infrastructure, business experience and supporting services.
Key benefits can be employment creation and income generation on
a sustainable basis; increased consumption and greater savings;
group consciousness among target groups; increased participation of
rural women and young people; and better use of banking facilities.

Over the years the ILO has developed a Start and Improve Your
Business (SIYB) package for practical management of small business-
es. Training materials include three components: (i) Know About
Business (KAB) aims at creating awareness of entrepreneurship and
self-employment as a career option, particularly for trainees in voca-
tional and technical training institutions. It provides knowledge of the
required attributes and challenges for starting and operating a suc-

Box 2.14.  Resource centre for women entrepreneurs in China

During 1999 and 2000 the ILO as-
sisted the Chinese employers (CEC/
CEDA) to develop background docu-
mentation for the establishment of a re-
source centre to assist women en-
trepreneurs’ associations. Such an initi-
ative is intended to help the employers’
organization to play an active role in

promoting decent work opportunities
for women in establishing and running
their own businesses. In December
2000, the ILO provided assistance to
CEC/CEDA to enable them to develop a
work plan for the first three years of this
proposed resource centre.
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cessful business; (ii) a Start Your Business (SYB) package develops
skills necessary for starting a small business. It uses participatory
training methods and brings together basic theory, relevant informa-
tion and practical activities. The course is a cost-effective means to
help potential entrepreneurs think systematically through the most
important issues related to starting a business. One practical result of
the training is a business plan for potential business, in a form that
can be presented to a credit institution; and (iii) Improve Your Busi-
ness (IYB), a separate but interlinked component that can supple-
ment the SYB training. The IYB basics cover essentials of basic
business management such as marketing, costing, pricing, basic
record keeping, buying and selling. The materials are flexible and
adaptable to the specific training needs of the target group. The man-
uals use a learning methodology specifically developed for small
business owners with relatively low formal education. Topics are pre-
sented using step-by-step explanations with illustrations of “real-life”
situations.

Box 2.15.  Private sector initiatives in the economies of 
the Pacific Islands

Most jobs in the Pacific Islands have
to be created through strengthening
private sector initiatives. These initia-
tives, given the small scale of the econ-
omy, would in most cases take the form
of establishing small and micro-enter-
prises. Informal sector development is a
key in the process of creating quality
jobs both in rural and urban centres.
Self-employment and community-
based training are effective forms of in-
tervention in creating jobs in a sustain-
able manner in societies which are
culturally favourable. In promoting mi-
cro-enterprises, a gradual trend of de-
velopment should be assured, so that
small and micro-enterprises can grow
to become medium-sized enterprises in
the future.

The review of policy and the deter-
mination of a definition of small micro-
enterprises, as well as the creation of an
environment for their growth, is vital. In
this regard, the review of regulatory

provisions or deregulation, credit facili-
ties, institutional support, introduction
of business incubators, the provision of
direct and clinical support and other
measures will be essential for the
healthy growth of small businesses and
the informal sector in the South Pacific
region.

Cooperatives now play an insignifi-
cant role (except in Fiji) in the promo-
tion of employment in the subregion.
The revitalization of the cooperative
movement in the subregion is being
sought by many governments. Cooper-
ative policies have been reviewed. Intro-
duction of a successful model for
cooperatives is an area which is being
considered by a group of countries (Fiji,
Kiribati, Solomon Islands, Samoa, Ton-
ga, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea)
after the successful implementation of
an ILO subregional project on coopera-
tive development.
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In view of the large number of unemployed and underemployed
and the limited employment opportunities in the organized sector, a
great deal of emphasis has been placed by the South Asian countries
on self-employment in micro-enterprises and job creation in small en-
terprises. Self-employment in micro-enterprises, particularly in the in-
formal sector, has been a natural phenomenon in the absence of
other forms of employment. Nonetheless, differing programmes have
been launched with varying levels of success to stimulate employ-
ment creation in micro- and small enterprises (MSEs). The question,
however, is to what extent such jobs have been decent, productive,
remunerative and sustainable.

Box 2.16.  SIYB and VCCI in Viet Nam

In Viet Nam the ILO is executing a
project on Start and Improve Your Busi-
ness (SIYB) with funding from the
Swedish International Development As-
sociation (SIDA). The counterpart is the
Viet Nam Chamber of Commerce and
Industry (VCCI). The project responds to
the recent identification by the Govern-
ment of micro- and small enterprise
(MSE) development by providing train-

ing and support in small business man-
agement. The project now includes
institutional support building for VCCI
to operate as the focal point for SIYB in
Viet Nam and research and policy guid-
ance to support VCCI’s efforts to im-
prove the policy and regulatory environ-
ment for household and micro-enter-
prises.

Box 2.17.  SYB, IYB and EYB in Jordan

The Government of Jordan was able
to establish, with the technical and
financial assistance of the USAID, a sus-
tainable microfinance sector to facili-
tate creation and proliferation of micro-
and small enterprises. Nevertheless, it
was soon recognized that in order to
strengthen the MSE sector, there was a
need for a high-quality, cost-effective
training and non-financial support pro-
gramme focused on the specific needs
of Jordanian MSEs. The ILO was thus in-
vited by the Government, UNDP and
USAID to implement a comprehensive
programme of support to business
training for micro- and small enterpris-
es in Jordan. The Jordanian project for-

mulated and implemented by the ILO
analysed the training and support
needs of Jordanian MSEs and, on the
basis of its findings, developed a com-
prehensive programme of training and
support by adapting, re-developing,
and translating into Arabic the ILO’s
Start and Improve Your Business train-
ing and support packages. In addition,
the ILO executed project is currently de-
veloping a new training and support
package entitled Expand Your Business
(EYB) for growth-oriented micro- and
small entrepreneurs who intend to real-
ize their exceptional growth potential
and, in this way, contribute to the crea-
tion of more quality jobs.
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There is no denying that MSEs have created the largest number
of jobs in South Asia. As much as 80 per cent of the non-farm em-
ployment in India is in the MSE sector; however, it has contributed
only 7 per cent of the GDP. Similar situations exist in other countries
of the subregion. What remains uncertain is to what extent low pro-
ductivity results from subsistence activities under competitive pres-
sure and to what extent it results from policy choices and the
regulatory environment. The issue of job quality remains a serious
concern; low incomes and a poor working environment are com-
pounded by a lack of social protection.

The low incomes of workers and their families in micro-level eco-
nomic activities in the informal sector compel them to work excessive
hours to survive. They are left with very little time and ability to ac-
cess technology, credit and markets unless they are organized in co-
operatives. This is particularly true in rural areas, where technology,
credit and markets tend to be far removed from the centre of activity.
In the central province of Uva in Sri Lanka, an entrepreneurship de-
velopment programme in the rural sector is being implemented by
means of the ILO strategy assisting the cooperatives movement.
While the promotion of cooperatives for this purpose is a good ex-
ample of a response to this need, there are other successful respons-
es, e.g. through the use of the I-WEB being promoted in India (see
box 2.12).

Similarly, the indigenous and tribal populations who are heavily
dependent on natural resources and traditional skills, increasingly
find themselves without adequate resources and means for survival
as modern development activities encroach on their sources of live-

Box 2.18.  Indigenous and tribal programme in India

INDISCO-India is a part of the ILO’s
interregional programme to support
self-reliance among indigenous and
tribal communities through coopera-
tives and self-help organizations. Indig-
enous and tribal people, who comprise
over 8 per cent of the country’s popula-
tion, risk losing their skills and liveli-
hood with the rapid economic change.
Subsequent to a Needs Assessment Sur-
vey in 1993, the ILO has undertaken pi-
lot projects in the predominantly tribal
regions of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh,

Bihar and Orissa. Focusing on self-
employment opportunities through
Natural Resource Management and
farm and off-farm income generation,
job creation has been the main focus in
these pilot projects. Based on important
lessons learned during the pilot phase,
the ILO is seeking to develop the
models of self-employment initiatives
among tribal people by linking grass-
roots experiences with the policy envi-
ronment.
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lihood. The ILO has implemented programmes to help workers en-
gaged in marginal economic activities to form cooperatives.

Important issues in designing programmes for employment pro-
motion include: efficiency; targeting strengthening institutions; repli-
cation; sustainability; and monitoring and evaluation. Experience
shows that many programmes have bypassed the core poor. Target-
ing efficiency may be improved through clear selection criteria; a bet-
ter information base; self-targeting measures; and participatory
selection procedures. Strengthening and linking of institutions is un-
dertaken by means of encouraging group activities and cooperative
enterprises as well as linking government agencies, non-governmen-
tal institutions and target groups. It goes without saying that replica-
tion of successful initiatives increases the usefulness of pilot projects.
However, identifying the elements of success in not easy.11 The fol-
lowing are associated with sustainability: gender sensitivity, capacity
building, self-reliance, commercial viability, mainstreaming pro-
grammes, local resources, creating linkages to regular programmes,
participatory approaches to programme management, and “thresh-
old” levels of loanable funds. Monitoring and evaluation should be a
regular component of all special employment promotion pro-
grammes. This requires better information systems such as bench-
mark surveys, performance indicators, feedback mechanisms and
participatory evaluation.

Migration for employment: A particular challenge
for the decent work agenda
South Asia has continued to rely on the Middle East for labour

emigration except for Bangladesh, which has also tapped the Malay-
sian demand to some extent. Given the vast borders in the region,
migration and trafficking across borders are common in the Indian
subcontinent, with India and Pakistan as both source and destination
countries. Sri Lanka is the only South Asian country in which the bulk
of migrant workers – mostly domestic workers – are women. The
outflow of skilled labour from South Asia is on the rise with the lib-
eralization of labour markets in developed countries, especially for
workers with IT skills.

Temporary migration flows in South-East Asia have changed from
a Middle-East driven flow to an intra-Asian one. The Philippines and
Indonesia represent the major senders while East Asia (Japan, Taiwan

11 Some lessons for anti-poverty programmes are outlined in the following
publication: M. Lipton: Successes in anti-poverty (Geneva, ILO, 1998).



EMPLOYMENT: THE BEST POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGY

67

(China), Hong Kong (China) and the Republic of Korea), Singapore
and Malaysia represent major destinations. Thailand also has become
both a major labour-sending and labour-receiving country in the past
decade. In the South Pacific the continuous movement – especially
of young workers – from the smaller islands to Australia and New
Zealand is well documented. Facilitated by common cultural and lin-
guistic factors, the numbers of Arabic-speaking migrant workers
within the Middle East far exceed those of workers coming from out-
side that region.

The major problems and key issues in the region pertain to the
following: high incidence of irregular migration; trafficking, especial-
ly of women and children across borders; managing of migration
flows and migration policies; and the protection of basic rights of mi-
grant workers. The largest number of irregular migrants are found in
Malaysia (from Indonesia) and Thailand (from Myanmar) among
countries in the subregion.

“May I help to build your country?” The advantages
of migration for recipients
Benefits of migration cannot be conceived as a one-way flow

favouring the sending country alone. Yet receiving countries rarely
mention the positive contributions made by migrant workers to their
economies and societies. “What most people forget is that migrant
workers have generally made a positive contribution to the host
countries, both in terms of socio-economic development and in pro-
viding labour for jobs which the local people did not want to do.”12

All migrant workers, irrespective of their status, contribute to the eco-
nomic prosperity of the host society. Businesses and employers in
host countries reap enormous profits by exploiting migrant workers,
especially irregular workers.

The brain drain of highly skilled migrants is a major loss of the
investment in human resources made by the home country and a
windfall gain to the host country. At present, such migration is on the
rise with many developed countries liberalizing the entry of skilled
workers, especially IT workers. Receiving countries also gain by the
rising labour force participation of women that is made possible by
the engagement of foreign domestic workers. Some labour-receiving
countries earn sizeable revenues through levies on firms employing

12 ILO: Protecting the least protected: Rights of migrant workers and the role of
trade unions (guidelines for trade unions), Bureau for Workers’ Activities
(ACTRAV), Interdepartmental Project for Migrant Workers, 1994-95 (Geneva, 1996).
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foreign workers, the burden of which may partly or fully be passed
on to the workers themselves. Malaysia and Singapore are examples
of countries using selective levies.

“Please go home”: The social and political problems
of migration
In Asia, migrant workers are regarded as strictly temporary work-

ers with no rights of residence, even if they have worked for many
years in the host countries. Some concessions or exceptions are made
in the case of highly skilled workers in countries such as Singapore.
On the other hand, north Asian countries still pursue a policy of non-
admission of unskilled workers for employment despite pronounced
labour shortages of such workers.

During the Asian economic crisis, many migrant workers found
themselves unwelcome guests in the host countries. Major labour-re-
ceiving countries in the Asian region announced plans for mass de-
portation of irregular workers and non-renewal of contracts for
regular migrants. Yet actual repatriations were lower than expected
given the reluctance of local unemployed workers to go into low
wage jobs vacated by foreigners. Countries with no regular admission
policy for unskilled workers generally connive at the presence of ir-
regular workers within their borders and enforce crackdowns during
times of recession. Most problems in migration in Asia stem from ir-
regular migration and trafficking which expose migrant workers to
the worst forms of abuse and exploitation. Even regularly admitted
workers do not enjoy rights of equal treatment and social security
with national workers in most countries.

The protection of migrant workers is compromised by the fact
that neither major labour-sending countries nor labour-receiving
countries in the region have ratified ILO Conventions on migrant
workers. Only New Zealand and Malaysia have ratified the ILO Mi-
gration for Employment Convention, 1949 (No. 97), and the latter in
respect of the State of Sabah only.

Can migration be organized better?
The ILO and the IOM
The management of migration flows and adoption of credible mi-

gration policies is a major challenge for countries in Asia. It is clear
that everything cannot be left to the market. While the private recruit-
ment industry has contributed much to expansion of migration in the
region, it is also responsible for numerous malpractices in the form
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of excessive fees levied on workers, contract substitution and out-
right fraudulent practices. Bilateral labour agreements between coun-
tries are highly desirable to prevent such abuses; yet few labour-
receiving countries are willing to use such instruments. The ILO is as-
sisting countries in the development of policies for more orderly mi-
gration at national and regional levels consistent with international
standards on migrant workers. The International Organization for Mi-
gration (IOM) has sponsored several recent initiatives such as the
Bangkok Declaration on Irregular Migration, the Manila Process and
the Asia-Pacific consultations, which serve as consultative processes
on sensitive migration issues. The trade union movement in the re-
gion is also taking a greater interest in ensuring the protection of mi-
grant workers as reflected in the commitments made at the ILO Asia
Pacific Symposium on the Role of Trade Union Organizations on Mi-
grant Workers, held in Kuala Lumpur in December 1999.

Looking forward

Training needs in a global economy
New strategies and methodologies for skills training must be de-

veloped to address the challenges of rapid globalization and the in-
formation economy. These must deal with the need to develop basic
skills, learn new skills, provide greater flexibility, encourage lifelong
learning, create effective institutions and strengthen delivery systems.
Linkages must be made between education and training and between
employers and workers. This will involve greater participation by the
private sector.

Building on lessons learned and best practices
with an emphasis on sustainability
The challenges of restructuring and transition have pushed many

workers into the informal sector and small enterprises. While oppor-
tunities are opened for jobs and income, the challenge will remain to

Box 2.19.  A study of the kafeel system in Kuwait

There is growing concern over the
existence of surplus foreign labour in
Kuwait. At the request of the Kuwaiti
Government, the ILO has launched a
study and survey which is designed to
find viable alternatives to the current re-

cruitment system (kafeel, or sponsor
system), which was established as the
main mechanism for bringing in and
supervising the employment and stay of
foreign workers.
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ensure that employment is decent and that work is remunerative and
sustainable. The ILO, together with traditional constituents and other
partners, should continue to identify lessons learned and best prac-
tices.

Meeting the opportunities and challenges of
the new economy
The ILO and its constituents must work together with new part-

ners in harnessing the potential provided by the new economy and
minimizing the threat of a digital divide. Building on the issues and
priorities such as those outlined in the World Employment Report
2001, countries should seek ways to use information and communi-
cations technology to move women and men into decent work.

Using multidisciplinary approaches and integrated
strategies
The Country Employment Policy Reviews (CEPRs) have proved

to be an effective method for setting policy priorities for employment
promotion and labour markets in the region. Integrated strategies and
multidisciplinary approaches that reach across the four strategic ob-
jectives of the ILO provide an effective methodology for promoting
decent work. Comprehensive reviews should be continued through
tripartite consultations, policy frameworks, CEPRs and the Decent
Work Pilot Programme.

Addressing the demand for labour market information
Reports from the countries in the region – as well as responses to

the crisis in Asia – indicate that there is a great demand for labour
market information that can be used to meet the needs of public em-
ployment services as well as to identify, formulate, implement, mon-
itor and evaluate policies for employment and labour. Governments,
employers and workers have identified labour market information
systems (LMIS) as a high priority.

Political commitment
This chapter has attempted to identify the factors which can en-

hance national and regional capacity to deal with the daunting chal-
lenges of unemployment and underemployment in an effective and
sustainable way. It is recognized, of course, that achieving the objec-
tive of full – or at least fuller – employment requires not only knowl-
edge, commitment and sustained dedication, it requires significant
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investment. This can only be mobilized through a clear, purposeful
and unwavering national policy commitment to do away with the
tragic waste of human (and economic) potential which unemploy-
ment and underemployment constitute. It is, however, an investment
which pays handsome dividends. The countries with the best train-
ing, employment services, labour market policies and social protec-
tion are the wealthiest. They do not have these programmes because
they are the richest. They have generated their wealth through these
programmes.
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3. Social protection

Since 1997 progress has been made in the area of occupational
safety and health (OSH) although it is still not sufficiently addressed
in national and regional agendas. In the last decade the region ap-
proached OSH concerns with particular emphasis on rapid economic
growth and the ensuing economic and financial crisis. The overall sit-
uation in the region will not improve significantly unless govern-
ments, employers and workers formulate and pursue common goals
to ensure safety and reduce health risks.

In the area of conditions of work, the priority issues in the region
are: the Work Improvements in Small Enterprises Programme (WISE);
ergonomic adaptation for an ageing workforce; and sexual harass-
ment at the workplace.

In the ILO the principle of solidarity remains the basis of social se-
curity. The Asian crisis of 1997 highlighted serious inadequacies in
the region’s approach to social security. In addition to the strains
placed on systems by severe economic fluctuations, the ageing of the
population represents a major challenge for Asian social security serv-
ices and policy-makers alike. Many social security programmes in the
region reach only a small minority of the population. New approaches
are required to extend coverage to those most in need.

HIV/AIDS is emerging as an increasingly serious threat in the re-
gion and the ILO is responding with targeted programmes.

While there is much debate concerning the most appropriate def-
inition of the role of the State in democratic societies, there is a gen-
eral consensus that it is a fundamental state duty to safeguard the
lives, property, physical integrity and dignity of its citizens. Histori-
cally, most – if not all – States have sought to meet this obligation by
developing increasingly sophisticated systems of national defence,
presumably because the greatest threat to citizens was thought to be
aggression from outside the borders of the State or violent insurrec-
tion within it. Recent events in various parts of the region bear tragic
witness to the fact that such threats remain very real. However, it is
not for the ILO to debate the relevance of national defence forces.



74

DECENT WORK IN ASIA

It is, nonetheless, important to consider that in many countries
the greatest threat to life, physical integrity and dignity comes not
from armed conflict but from epidemics, accidents, illness, natural
disasters and deprivation. Surely, then, it is the obligation of national
societies, the States which embody them and the international com-
munity, to address these risks and threats to their citizens’ lives and
well-being as a paramount concern. This is the cornerstone of the
ILO’s concept of social protection. This chapter will address the fol-
lowing issues:
� occupational safety and health;
� conditions of work; 
� social security; and
� HIV/AIDS.

Occupational safety and health
The Twelfth Asian Regional Meeting in 1997 concluded that:

“A large number of workers in Asia are killed, injured or suffer
illness at work each year. Employers need to take steps, in coopera-
tion with workers and their organizations, to improve performance in
relation to occupational safety and health, while governments should
facilitate these efforts, including through ensuring appropriate legis-
lation and effective inspection.”

Since 1997 progress has been made, but occupational safety and
health (OSH) is still not sufficiently addressed in national and region-
al agendas. In the last decade, the region approached OSH concerns
with particular emphasis on two contexts: rapid economic growth
and the subsequent economic and financial crisis. Both technological
development and economic growth have had a direct impact on
working conditions and the safety and health of people at work. The
economic crisis and, more broadly, the necessity of greater produc-
tivity and competitiveness, as well as the need to reduce public ex-
penditure, have all been invoked to justify assigning less attention
and priority to OSH issues. In the final analysis, the overall OSH sit-
uation in the region will not improve significantly unless govern-
ments, employers and workers make more concerted and more
committed efforts to design and implement adequate measures to
prevent occupational accidents and diseases.

Since the Twelfth Asian Regional Meeting, the ILO has recorded
several important and encouraging cases of progress in the field of
occupational safety and health. In the South Pacific an OSH policy
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framework has been completed in Papua New Guinea and an OSH
policy review has taken place in Fiji, which adopted comprehensive
legislation (the Health and Safety at Work Act) in 1996. In South-East
Asia, improved OSH legislation has been drafted. Malaysia has con-
tinued to build on the solid base of its 1994 Occupational Safety and
Health Act, which applies to all workers in all economic sectors. Aus-
tralia, China and Hong Kong (China), Indonesia, Japan, Republic of
Korea, New Zealand, Singapore and Thailand have all issued legisla-
tion or national standards on the implementation of OSH manage-
ment systems at the enterprise level. Revision of OSH legislation has
also taken place in countries such as Lebanon, Jordan, Syrian Arab
Republic, Bahrain and Yemen in harmony with ILO Conventions.
This was attributed to the revival of “higher national tripartite safety
and health commissions”, and to the organization of train-the-trainer
courses in OSH in these countries.

The Philippines ratified the Safety and Health in Mines Conven-
tion, 1995 (No. 176), in 1998. Mongolia and Viet Nam both ratified
the Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981 (No. 155), in
1998 and 1994, respectively. China ratified the Chemicals Conven-
tion, 1990 (No. 170), in 1995. The Republic of Korea and Singapore
have both issued regulations on labelling and the distribution of
chemical safety data sheets. In addition, the Republic of Korea
amended the Industrial Safety and Health Act to require mandatory
reporting from particularly hazardous installations, in line with the
Prevention of Major Industrial Accidents Convention, 1993 (No. 174).

A project on occupational safety and health in agriculture, imple-
mented by the ILO and the General Organization for the Exploitation
and Development of the Euphrates Basin, in the Syrian Arab Repub-
lic, has formulated an Arabic-language manual on rural safety and
health. A profile on occupational safety and health has been drafted
by the social partners to promote the role of the factory labour in-
spectorate. Similar “profiles” have been developed in Iraq, Yemen
and the Palestinian Authority.

Table 3.1 gives a summary of the most recent statistics available
on occupational injuries in a number of countries and areas in the
Asia-Pacific region. These countries were not selected on account of
their particularly bad safety records – quite the contrary – but because
they had the most comprehensive and reliable data collection sys-
tems. However, in general the systems for reporting of occupational
accidents and diseases are very weak or close to non-existent. Be-
cause of widespread exclusion of data from the public and informal
sectors, as well as agriculture, available data often reflect the situation



76

DECENT WORK IN ASIA

of less than 60 per cent of the workforce. In general, only compen-
sated accidents, or those meeting certain special criteria to be cov-
ered by national notification schemes, are reported. Responsible and
realistic estimates which compensate for this serious under-reporting
place the number of fatal occupational accidents (not including
work-related fatal illness) in the Asia-Pacific region (not including the
Arab States) at 186,000 per year. Furthermore, the ILO estimates that
for every fatal accident, there are at least 750 accidents causing either
temporary or permanent disability, giving a figure of 14 million non-
fatal injuries each year.

While the OSH situation in the modern, urban employment sector
is far from satisfactory, other sectors present even more daunting
challenges. Agriculture is one of the most hazardous sectors of activ-
ity, both in the industrialized and developing countries. It is estimated
that worldwide at least 170,000 agricultural workers are killed each
year as a result of machinery accidents or agrochemical poisoning.
Due to widespread under-reporting of deaths, injuries and occupa-
tional diseases in agriculture, the real picture of the occupational

Table 3.1. Occupational injuries, 1998: Asia-Pacific region 
(selected countries)

Countries and areas Injuries 
(including 
fatalities)

Fatalities Fatality rate/
100,000 workers

Japan 1 148 248 1 844 + 4.2

Hong Kong, China 2 63 526 240 10.1

Korea, Republic of 3
Includes occupational diseases 
and commuting accidents

51 514 2 212

20
(per 100,000 insured 
persons)

Malaysia 3

Includes occupational diseases 
and commuting accidents

85 338 1 273 22.3
(per 100,000 insured 
persons)

Singapore 3

Includes occupational diseases
4 247 99 14.2

Thailand 3

Includes occupational diseases 
and commuting accidents

186 498 790 15.4
(per 100,000 insured 
persons)

Sources for statistics: 1 The Japan Advanced Information Center of Safety and Health.   
2 Hong Kong Accidents Statistics Bulletin (Oct. 2000) [http://www.jaish.gr.jp/eng/html/
sokuhou.html].   
3 ILO: Yearbook of Labour Statistics (Geneva, 1999).
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health and safety of farm workers is much worse than official statis-
tics indicate. Small-scale farmers commonly apply agrochemicals
manually using old, poorly maintained equipment. This results not
only in increased exposure to chemicals, but also in significant ergo-
nomic hazards, aggravated by sustained physical work with primitive
tools and the frequent lifting of heavy loads.

During the last several years, DANIDA support was the most sig-
nificant source of funding on OSH in Asia. For instance, support for
developing legislation, training and awareness raising in China to
help in the implementation of the Chemicals Convention, 1990 (No.
170), as well as for launching a safety campaign in Viet Nam, are ex-
amples of DANIDA support. Other countries that received such sup-
port included India, Jordan, Lao People’s Democratic Republic,
Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, Palestine, Philippines and Sri Lanka.

The results of the pioneering study on silicosis in Lebanon is like-
ly to add a new chapter on the lessons learned by the ILO/WHO Pro-
gramme on the Elimination of Silicosis.

Box 3.1. ASIA-OSH – An initiative to improve OSH information

Since 1992 a Finnish-funded, Bang-
kok-based ILO project, ASIA-OSH, has
been operating to improve the OSH
information infrastructure in the Asia-
Pacific region. Project efforts have sup-
ported OSH organizations and units in
developing worldwide web sites, soft-
ware, directories for networking, trans-
lation and dissemination of ILO
publications, the promotion of ILO OSH
standards and guidelines for adequate
statistics on work-related accidents and
diseases. Various OSH training courses,
seminars and workshops have been
organized on such varied subject areas
as chemical safety and the prevention
of silicosis, and on potentially hazard-
ous occupations like construction and
mining.

Training on OSH information sys-
tems has helped OSH officers under-
stand: how existing information
systems can facilitate and support their
everyday work; which computerized

and manual systems have been devel-
oped in their own countries and
abroad; and how they might better
market their services.

The fundamental role of OSH infor-
mation and functions of information
units are now better and more widely
understood. Officers, especially chiefs
and directors of OSH departments,
have realized that the better their OSH
information and services, the stronger
are the foundations for legislative de-
velopment and enforcement as well as
employers’ and workers’ awareness
raising. More resources (within their
funds, staff and equipment) have been
allocated so that information units have
begun to assume their rightful place
within their institutional structures.

The widely read Asian-Pacific News-
letter on Occupational Health and Safe-
ty, published by the Finnish Institute of
Occupational Health, has helped to
pass on the ASIA-OSH message.
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In most countries only limited categories of agricultural workers
are covered by national legislation, employment-injury benefits, or
insurance schemes. A large number of farmers are deprived of any
form of social protection and when national regulations exist they are
seldom applied. 

Rural workers and their families should have access to adequate
working and living conditions, health, and welfare. An adequate bal-
ance between agricultural growth and the protection of the environ-
ment is also crucial for the sustainable production of the world’s
food. Rural occupational safety and health must be integrated into a
rural development policy with a well-defined strategy. The emphasis
should go on prevention and environmental protection consistent
with current and future trends. The issues need to be addressed both
at national and international levels. 

In Asia, efforts towards improving working conditions in agricul-
ture have begun for example in Malaysia (inspection), the Philippines
and Viet Nam (training and awareness raising). At its 89th Session in
2001, the International Labour Conference adopted new international
labour standards on safety and health in agriculture. 

Working conditions in the informal sector are also frequently pre-
carious and unsafe. Vulnerability to diseases and poor health result
from a combination of undesirable living and working conditions:
poor housekeeping, hygiene, lighting and workplace design; long
working hours; and insufficient awareness of chemical and electrical
hazards. Job-related risk factors are compounded by overcrowding,
poor nutrition and other public health problems, such as inadequate
sanitation, lack of adequate storage and general effects of poverty. In
home-based enterprises, the exposure of family members to hazards
may result in their contracting work-related diseases even when they
are not directly involved in the job. 

Many micro-enterprises lack sanitary facilities or clean drinking
water and have poor waste-disposal facilities. To raise productivity,
they need services that help to increase their income while protecting
worker health and improving working conditions.

Attempts to improve OSH in the informal sector require an inte-
grated approach. Safety and health promotion, social protection, and
quality employment creation are necessary elements of strategies to
improve the basic living and working conditions of the urban and
rural poor alike.

Women worldwide are entering the manufacturing and service
sectors in increasing numbers. Indeed, they make up almost 50 per
cent of the workforce in many countries. 
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A fundamental issue in this region (and others) is the balancing,
in terms of national policy, of workers’ lives and health with the aim
of increasing productivity and competitiveness. One school of
thought would hold that the concept of “balancing” is inherently
wrong. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights identifies the right
to life as a fundamental human right. No economic justification, there-
fore, can excuse jeopardizing the life of any citizen. In reality, howev-
er, there are insuperable obstacles to pursuing policies which seek to
eliminate risks to human life at the expense of any other national pol-
icy objective. It is an incontrovertible fact that motor vehicles and
those who operate them are the cause of tens of thousands of deaths
annually but no country can seriously consider banning them. Neither
could economic growth and technological development, both indis-
pensable to sustaining ever-growing populations, be stopped merely
because they increase the risks of death, disease and injury.

Awareness of the need for occupational safety and health man-
agement systems (OSH-MS) is increasing among tripartite constitu-
ents in the Asia-Pacific region. OSH-MS is a practical instrument using
systematic and voluntary risk-assessment approaches. It is aimed at
upgrading safety and health standards in various occupations to lev-
els beyond minimum compliance with current legal provisions. The
ILO is developing and finalizing its own guidelines on OSH-MS that
reflect ILO values. The ILO/Japan Asian-Pacific Regional Seminar on
OSH-MS, which was held in Kuala Lumpur in May 2001, provided a
useful forum for introducing the ILO OSH-MS guidelines to govern-
ments, workers and employers in the region. It is expected that these
guidelines will meet the needs of employers and workers as they
strive to improve safety and health at the workplace. Corresponding
national policies on OSH-MS need to be strengthened in order to
achieve effective implementation.

But, as touched on above, it is not an easy matter for govern-
ments to define policy in this area in the face of so many competing
needs. Moreover, the traditional tools of State are not necessarily
well-adapted to the realities of rapid technological change, tremen-
dous commercial pressure, shrinking public funds for administration
– especially labour inspection – and the demands of voters for gen-
erating and sustaining employment.
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Conditions of work

Improvements are achievable in even the smallest 
enterprises …
Among the most important and successful ILO programmes in re-

cent years has been that on Work Improvements in Small Enterprises
(WISE). Given that the small enterprise sector both comprises the
largest number of workers in many countries and is seldom – if ever
– the focus of labour inspection services, WISE is a particularly nec-
essary and well-targeted approach.

The success of WISE in creating improvements in working con-
ditions of small enterprises has encouraged efforts to adapt and ex-
tend the WISE approach to other groups of hard-to-reach workers,
including rural workers and workers in micro-enterprises.

… and can achieve productivity gains
Selected emerging issues in the field of ergonomics are being ex-

amined in the region. Japan is a leader in adapting work methods and
equipment to the requirements of the older worker, an increasingly
important field in countries with an ageing workforce. A project in

Box 3.2. WISE association: Employers’ organization and small business

In countries where small business is
a significant constituency of the em-
ployers’ organizations, services that
specifically address their needs are be-
ing developed. The ILO’s Work Im-
provements in Small Enterprises
Programme (WISE) has been particular-
ly useful in this respect, because it helps
to increase productivity through em-
ployee motivation and process efficien-
cies, while at the same time improving
working conditions. In Mongolia, sever-
al trainers representing the employers’
organization were taught to deliver
WISE training to small business manag-
ers. They have now begun to conduct
training themselves, and several enter-
prises have incorporated WISE method-
ology in their management practices. In
Yemen, a bipartite training course for
representatives of workers’ and em-

ployers’ organizations focused on such
issues as standards and norms for in-
dustrial production; inclusion of medi-
cal coverage in social security systems;
and incentive programmes in all pro-
ductive sectors.

Similarly, a project on cleaner pro-
duction, funded by the Government of
Norway, was implemented in several
countries in the region. By implement-
ing cleaner production in selected en-
terprises, it demonstrated how a single
process, designed to improve environ-
mental performance by reducing
waste, can also improve working condi-
tions, workplace relations and econom-
ic outcomes. The project was successful
in several countries in its objective of es-
tablishing capacity within employers’
organizations to organize cleaner pro-
duction assessments.
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the Philippines has examined the relationship between ergonomic
improvements and productivity gains. Research is ongoing into ques-
tions of both ergonomics and safety and health in relation to infor-
mation and communications technology hardware.

New recognition of the problem of sexual harassment …
Although women are entering occupations previously closed to

them, the labour force is still highly segregated by gender. The fact
is that women have fewer choices than men as to where they can
work and they end up doing work involving long hours that is heavy,
dirty, monotonous, low paid and in a hostile atmosphere where sex-
ual harassment may be more the rule than the exception. What is
more, they frequently have no access to health services. This is par-
ticularly true of those working in the informal sector – in which wom-
en constitute the majority. Besides suffering excessively long hours
of work, women usually have to bear the entire burden of house-
work and family care as well. Health problems such as stress, chronic
fatigue, premature ageing and other psychosocial and physiological
effects are often the result.

As women enter the workforce in ever-increasing numbers the
incidence of sexual harassment at the workplace grows. The ILO will
convene in October 2001 a regional meeting in Kuala Lumpur on this
issue, with the objective of establishing a programme of action to ad-
dress the problem systematically.

Box 3.3. The WIND approach 

In Viet Nam, the Centre for Occupa-
tional Health and Environment under
the Department of Health in Cantho
Province, with technical assistance from
Japan’s Institute for the Science of La-
bour and financial support from the
Toyota Foundation, has developed a
training programme for “Work Im-
provement in Neighbourhood Develop-
ment” (WIND). Inspired by the ILO’s
“Work Improvements in Small Enter-
prises” (WISE) training methods, the
WIND programme relies on participa-
tory approaches to achieve immediate
results. A series of training workshops

for farmers has been conducted in Can-
tho Province. 

The ILO has provided technical sup-
port, in collaboration with the Bureau
of Rural Workers of the Department of
Labor and Employment, to conduct pi-
lot activities based on WIND in the Phil-
ippines and to further develop the
programme and adapt it to local condi-
tions. A local agricultural cooperative
served as a facilitator of WIND in the
Philippines and assisted local farmers in
implementing many improvements in
safety, health and working conditions.
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… and of problems in balancing work and family
The importance of maternity protection as a condition for equal-

ity in employment and as a means to protect mothers and their chil-
dren, has been highlighted by the growth in female employment.
Inspired by the Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183), the
ILO is working with NGOs in India, in collaboration with the STEP
programme, to expand the coverage of maternity protection to more
women workers and explore the potential for extension of micro-in-
surance to cover maternity protection. Awareness raising on materni-
ty protection has also been stepped up in the region. Problems of
reconciling work and family life are also increasingly on the agenda
for both men and women workers, as well as governments and em-
ployers. The ILO is conducting research on these issues in Japan and
the Republic of Korea. Issues of working time, including excessive
and unsocial working hours, are closely related to this problem. In-
creasing working time flexibility and deregulation are giving rise to
new working-time patterns and forms of work organization at enter-
prise level. This has also been the subject of preliminary ILO research
in the region and studies are now being conducted in Japan and the
Republic of Korea.

Social security
The Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 (No.

102), reflects the consensus of member States that it is the role of the
State to ensure the social security of its population. Whether or not
this is provided by public administrative bodies or through private in-
itiatives, the State should remain the guarantor. In Asia, the basis for
achieving income redistribution through social security varies greatly
from country to country. With respect to schemes that mainly cover
formal sector workers, a number of countries, including Singapore,
rely fully on the individualized approach of provident funds; other
countries, such as Thailand, opt for redistributive social insurance
benefits, as reflected in its defined benefit pension system, though
this provides low income replacement benefits. China has a dual sys-
tem under which there is a combination of individual accounts and
solidarity-based pensions.

Redistribution of income and poverty alleviation are best
achieved through a combination of social assistance and social insur-
ance policies. The needs of the poor and workers in the informal sec-
tor might for the time being best be served by a tax-financed social
assistance scheme, while income mooting for workers with a regular
wage income who face a number of social risks can best be done
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through income-related social insurance benefits. The financing of
the combination of the two systems must be fine-tuned in each na-
tional case so as to maximize the overall resource bases for the na-
tional social transfer systems. In addition, solutions must be found
which respect traditional patterns while developing community-level
solidarity simultaneously with national schemes under which com-
munities share the social risks they all face. The skills and structures
need to be developed to govern complex, pluralistic, national social
transfer systems consisting of a variety of different measures catering
to the needs of different groups without foregoing the guarantee of
access to some basic social security services for all.

Given their increasing level of per capita income, many Asian
countries still spend relatively less on social protection than countries
in other parts of the world even if one accounts for the different pop-
ulation structures. In many ways the formal social protection systems
in Asia are still nascent. When comparing the size of the social sector
to the overall economic performance even in post-crisis years and
benchmarking it against the international experience, it appears that
many Asian countries could afford further improvements in their na-
tional social protection systems.

Even though middle-income economies in Asia experienced a
rise in wage employment and their economies grew rapidly prior to
the Asian crisis of 1997, the scope of national social protection sys-
tems remained relatively limited from an international perspective
during that period. This is not to diminish efforts over the past decade
made by some countries such as Thailand gradually to expand social
security while continuing to target, primarily, workers under formal
contractual employment. Much effort is still necessary to address the
needs of the large number of workers outside of formal employment
but who nonetheless contribute significantly to economic develop-
ment.

As mentioned above, few countries had implemented social se-
curity programmes before the Asian crisis of 1997. Thailand launched
its comprehensive social security legislation only in 1991,1 some dec-
ades after such neighbouring countries and trading partners in the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as Malaysia, Philip-
pines and Singapore. This was due mainly to concerns in government

1 Until the Social Security Act was promulgated in 1990, the only signif-
icant improvement had been the conversion of the Workmen’s Compensa-
tion Scheme from an employer liability benefit into a social insurance
scheme in 1974.
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circles about the impact of social security contributions on labour
costs and competitiveness, and as a result of insufficient understand-
ing of the essential role of well-designed and self-financed schemes
in improving productivity and contributing to harmonious labour re-
lations and thus to social and economic development. Indeed, gov-
ernments had failed sufficiently to grasp that social security:
encourages social peace which reduces the frequency of industrial
conflict and increases willingness to work; makes it easier to meet de-
livery commitments; and leads to improved product quality and a
better investment climate. As reiterated at various Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC) meetings held to discuss the aftermath of
the financial crisis in the region, political stability plays an important
role in investment decisions, especially those made by foreign direct
investors.

When the Asian crisis occurred, the lack of comprehensive social
protection programmes and the corresponding administrative infra-
structure with which to provide social assistance relief to a significant
proportion of the population made it difficult for governments – such
as those of Indonesia and Thailand – to reach out to the needy. Given
the important role that social protection plays in securing sustainable
human development and livelihoods, it is vital that social security sys-
tems attempt not only to prevent people from becoming poor but
also to assist them in dealing with various contingencies – such as the
sudden loss of employment. Indeed, social security systems may be
considered to have two basic functions:
– a preventive function, whereby all present and formerly econom-

ically active persons build up entitlements in the event of contin-
gencies such as unemployment, sickness, maternity, old-age,
invalidity and death – thus contributing to building up human
capital for sustainable development; and

– a curative function, whereby poverty is alleviated through short-
term transfers, notably when there is economic hardship.

In times of economic difficulty there is frequently great pressure
to allocate resources to short-term measures of poverty alleviation at
the expense of longer term, sustained and integrated social security
programmes. Many middle-income countries in Asia were put under
tremendous internal and external pressure to abandon carefully de-
signed implementation plans for building long-term social protection
systems in favour of “quick fix” minimum social safety nets in the
form of decentralized, temporary programmes. The social safety net
approach is perhaps of value in a context of crisis response. It should
not be considered a substitute for integrated and sustainable social



SOCIAL PROTECTION

85

protection policies because it is reactive rather than proactive. How-
ever, social safety nets could remain a part of social protection meas-
ures, given specific situations, as the two are not mutually exclusive.

The Republic of Korea moved in the early 1990s to cover all work-
ers under its various social protection programmes. These pro-
grammes include a comprehensive employment insurance system that
delivers social insurance benefits and actively promotes employment.

Agreement among the ministers responsible for human resources
at APEC and ASEAN meetings in recent years confirmed that one of
the major lessons learned from the recent financial crisis in the region
was that social policies had received insufficient attention during the
decades of prosperity; they acknowledged that opportunities to de-
velop effective systems of social protection had been lost.1 There are
still difficulties in establishing appropriate social priorities for devel-
opment in middle-income economies of Asia, judging from the fact
that when the crisis struck, already low social security contribution
rates were further reduced for the period 1998-2000, although the
scheme faced demands that benefits should be extended to many
more unemployed workers.

Plainly, the economic crisis has placed social protection and so-
cial security under considerable pressure. However, by drawing at-
tention to gaps and weaknesses and highlighting ways to strengthen
protection systems, the crisis has also served to enhance social pro-
tection. There is now greater recognition of the need for comprehen-
sive and coordinated policies to broaden the scope and effectiveness
of social protection as a whole. This is recognized by the IMF, partic-
ularly with regard to the middle-income economies of Asia where it
is active: “the IMF sought to ensure that the macroeconomic policy
framework could accommodate social protection measures and em-
phasized to the authorities that such measures should be part and
parcel of IMF-supported programs”.2 

The rapid ageing of the population in many Asian countries has
implications for basing social protection on a mandatory retirement
age. But, if increasing cash transfers to inactive older generations
were to be avoided, then workers would have to be requested to

1 APEC: Joint Ministerial Statement of the Sixth APEC Finance Ministers
Meeting (Langkawi, Malaysia, 1999).

2 P. Heller: Human dimensions of the Asian economic crisis, at the
World Bank regional meeting on social issues arising from the East Asian
crisis and policy implications for the future, Fiscal Affairs Department
(Washington, IMF, 1999).
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remain longer in the labour force. Societies would also need to invest
in preparing social infrastructure and workplaces for the require-
ments of older populations and workforces. If future declines of the
standard of living of the elderly are to be avoided then a skilful long-
term planning and fine-tuning of policies in various areas of social
and economic policy will be required. 

Extension of coverage
There are many examples of social security schemes in develop-

ing countries which protect only a small minority of the labour force
– chiefly employees of large enterprises in major urban areas. Unfor-
tunately, the administrative tasks of registering establishments and
their workers, collecting contributions and maintaining long-term
records, tend to overwhelm such social security institutions and
cause postponement of plans to extend coverage to smaller and more
numerous urban work units and to the rural workforce. Perversely,
those most in need of social protection in the urban informal sector
and rural areas are the least likely to be covered by social security
schemes. This situation is not only obviously unfair but it raises spe-
cial problems for the smallest enterprises and their workers, who are
unable to join the schemes until contribution rates have risen signif-
icantly and may no longer be affordable.

The main reason for extending coverage to smaller enterprises is
to facilitate labour mobility in a sector that is both dynamic and often
unpredictable. This may be achieved by transferring responsibility for

Box 3.4. The greying of the world’s most populous nation

In the region, the country most af-
fected by ageing is China. This is largely
a result of the one-child policy. Over the
coming 30 years the ratio of active
workers to senior citizens will follow a
similar pattern as in Japan over the past
three decades. Aware of the complica-
tions faced by Japanese society to cater
to the needs of its large proportion of
elderly, China has undertaken a radical
serious reform of its pension system so
as to be best prepared to face this seri-
ous situation. Various forums, in which
the ILO has been an important partici-
pant, have been convened to receive
the views of international experts. Chi-

na is due to implement reforms gradu-
ally by first piloting its planned
modifications to shift the burden of so-
cial security away from state-owned en-
terprises towards the State. Due to
China’s massive size, solidarity pooling
is mainly focused on municipal and pro-
vincial levels. This poses nonetheless se-
rious constraints for the national
authorities facing demands for resourc-
es from poor provinces and makes it
necessary to set up new redistributive
mechanisms between the richer coastal
provinces and the poorer central and
western regions.



SOCIAL PROTECTION

87

maternity allowance payments – one cause of discrimination against
women workers – from individual employers to the social insurance
fund. At the same time, by bringing more workers into the unemploy-
ment insurance scheme, extension of cover makes the scheme itself
more viable.

In Thailand the Workmen’s Compensation Fund was already
serving enterprises with 20 or more workers in the early 1990s and
this provided a strong foundation for the country’s Social Security Of-
fice. It is planned to extend coverage to all enterprise workers and
their dependants in 2001. Coverage under the Thai social security
scheme is likely to reach nearly 14 million persons – in addition to
government workers who already have their own programme. Cur-
rently, those who do not qualify for health care under other schemes
– more than half of the population – are taken care of by the Ministry
of Public Health. Having extended coverage in this manner, Thailand
is now seeking ways to offer universal health care. The Republic of
Korea also provides another good example of coverage extension.

The difficulty in bringing social insurance to informal sector
workers stems from their irregular and often precarious employment.
In the absence of associative structures, there is seemingly no way to
involve them in a contributory social insurance scheme, whether
community-based or nation-based, based on mandatory regular pay-
ments. As a result, the death of a breadwinner and other risks can
cause untold hardship. A solution, however, appears to lie in com-
munity-based social insurance which draws on social assistance sub-
sidies to help workers who are unable to meet their contributory

Box 3.5. Ageing and health care – A gender issue

The need for health care, at least of
certain kinds, is rapidly increasing at a
time when individuals live longer but
cannot rely as they did in the past on
traditional family and community sup-
port. The health care needs of the aged
are significantly distinct from those of
younger generations. Further invest-
ments must therefore be planned, such
as residential centres for elderly people,
who have no family member to turn to
for special care. 

The combined impact of lower fertil-
ity rates, increasing labour force partic-

ipation of women and the rising
proportion of aged persons in the pop-
ulation will necessitate more extensive
social protection. The availability of car-
egivers, traditionally roles filled mainly
by women, can no longer be taken for
granted. Over time it is likely that ex-
penditure on social services for the eld-
erly will grow relative to services for
children. Households will have to be
prepared to devote a larger proportion
of their income to provision for old age,
as the average number of children they
support declines.
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obligations. Of course the sustainability of voluntary community-
based schemes depends on acceptance and appreciation by their
members, who must perceive value in what they get as they have lim-
ited means to invest.

STEP programme and the extension of social security
The Government of Belgium has given the ILO funds to help

communities serve the social security needs of their members
through reliance on the mutual health fund concept. The programme
supports national strategies to extend health care. In countries where
the State does not provide social security coverage for informal sector
workers, the Strategic and Tools against Social Exclusion and Poverty
Programme (STEP) can help to develop micro-insurance schemes at
the local level. These offer a vulnerable population the benefit of an
immediate solution. Governments are encouraged to provide the
necessary regulatory framework guidance and financial subsidies.

Most East-Asian governments are working towards universal cov-
erage. As in Thailand, it is appropriate to start by making workers in
the informal sector fully aware of the service available. It goes with-

Box 3.6. Social security reform: Priorities for West Asia

Within the ILO policy framework re-
lated to the reform and governance of
pension schemes, a regional seminar
was organized jointly by the ILO and
ROAS (May 1998, Amman). The main
topics discussed were: social security
systems in the countries of the region,
adequacy and social security principles
in pension reform; social security re-
form at the global level; comprehensive
quantitative modelling for a better pen-
sion strategy; the risks of pension sys-
tems; designing mixed systems of
pension; extending personal coverage
of pensions; governance of social secu-
rity systems; and training activities.

The seminar has adopted important
conclusions related to the development
of social security schemes in the coun-
tries concerned focusing on the im-
provement of services, extension of the
system and improving the management

and the efficiency of the social security
institutions.

Based on its strategic objective to
enhance the coverage and effectiveness
of social protection for all, the ILO pro-
vided technical advice to Kuwait (actu-
arial studies); Oman (development of
the social security schemes); the West
Bank and Gaza (building social security
system: legislation and institution); Jor-
dan (actuarial study);  Lebanon (pen-
sion schemes); and Yemen (reform of
the pensions system).

Annual training courses for Arab
countries are organized with a view to
enhancing the technical capacities in
the field of financing and managing
pension schemes. Extension of social
protection and improved governance of
the system are considered to be priori-
ties by the constituents of West Asia.
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out saying that the extension of social security presupposes that the
necessary infrastructure, such as health-care facilities, is in place.

Micro-insurance: Is it an option?
For many of the poorest countries, micro-insurance may be the

only available way for communities to have access to minimum pro-
tection. Government revenues, in such cases, seldom go far enough
even to allow minimal income transfers to communities.

However, many of these independent schemes have proven fi-
nancially vulnerable to unexpected events. When financial guaran-
tees are wanting, unforeseen events can prove fatal. It is for this
reason that the ILO encourages governments to constitute a financial
“backbone” for these schemes, subject to their meeting certain mini-
mum requirements.

In countries with acceptable income levels, like many in Asia,
governments are encouraged to provide income transfers for their en-
tire population – and community-based social insurance schemes
with links to the State, notably as financial guarantor, are promoted.

HIV/AIDS
Within the framework of the new Programme on HIV/AIDS and

the World of Work (ILO/AIDS), the ILO seeks to imprint a dimension
of social justice on national responses to the pandemic in South-East
Asia. In close consultation with the Joint United Nations Programme
on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the ILO provides technical assistance to its
constituents to develop workplace policies on HIV/AIDS, focusing
on prevention, non-discrimination and care for infected workers. The
ILO’s tripartite structure gives it a comparative advantage in terms of
access to workplaces and support from the social partners. This ena-
bles it to reach out to large target groups. The major challenges facing
South-East Asia include: 
– high levels of labour migration (cross-border and rural-urban);
– limited capacity of the constituents to respond;
– high incidence of commercial sex work;
– drug abuse at the workplace;
– stigmatization and discrimination of infected workers by manage-

ment and colleagues;
– a perception of the pandemic on the part of certain governments

as a “social evil”;
– poor OSH standards;
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– weak social protection systems; and
– a high incidence of child labour which is compounded by the

pandemic.

The extension of HIV/AIDS-related studies in low-incidence but
high-risk areas such as Lebanon should add to the rich experience on
pre-empting the grave consequences of this pandemic.

Box 3.7. The ILO versus HIV/AIDS in South-East Asia

Cambodia
� Strengthening the national capacity

to address HIV/AIDS in the world of
work
Following a needs assessment in De-
cember 2000, a project has been
proposed that would strengthen the
constituents’ capacities to respond
to the pandemic, establish a partici-
patory mechanism for addressing
HIV/AIDS concerns in formal-sector
enterprises, and mainstream HIV/
AIDS modules in vocational training
programmes. 

Thailand
� Knowledge development on HIV/

AIDS and the world of work: Good
practices in Thailand
A technical memorandum, drafted
in November 2000, focuses on good
practices and potential ILO contribu-
tions to the national AIDS response.

� Developing a model on HIV/AIDS
prevention and management in
workplaces: Outreach to factories in
Rayong Province
This two-year project aims to devel-
op an effective model for HIV/AIDS
prevention and management in for-
mal sector enterprises in Thailand
and to create workplace environ-
ments where discrimination based
on HIV/AIDS status is eliminated.
With support from UNAIDS, this

project has been submitted to the
World AIDS Foundation for funding.

� Supporting indigenous and tribal
peoples in countering HIV/AIDS
This planned DANIDA-funded joint
ILO/INDISCO and ILO/AIDS initiative
will initially examine HIV/AIDS vul-
nerability among indigenous and
tribal peoples in the north of Thai-
land and seek out appropriate local
responses to the pandemic.

� SSO prevention and promotion pro-
gramme
In collaboration with the Social Se-
curity Office (SSO), the ILO is explor-
ing possibilities for a health
education programme for women
factory workers in Thailand.

Viet Nam
� HIV/AIDS workplace-based educa-

tion and prevention
Based on a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MOU) between the Minis-
try of Labour, Invalids and Social
Affairs of Viet Nam (MOLISA) and
the United States Department of La-
bor (USDOL), the ILO is developing a
three-year-project focusing on HIV/
AIDS awareness raising and training,
as well as capacity building for social
partners and national policy devel-
opment to provide a better working
environment for workers with HIV/
AIDS. 



91

4. Social dialogue: Participation 
and cooperation for decent work

The Asian economic crisis had both positive and negative effects
on the institutions and process of social dialogue. As democratization
accelerates, it becomes more urgent to define more clearly the respec-
tive roles of social dialogue and participatory democracy.

The value of national social dialogue depends on the independ-
ence, representativity and capacity of the social partners to engage in
it. Social dialogue may be tripartite or bipartite. In either case it must
operate within a clear legal framework.

The main area for social dialogue at present is that of economic
reform and social equity, the latter comprising both issues of social
protection and of minimum wages. Social dialogue is also a means of
more efficient and more effective dispute resolution.

Since its inception, the ILO has promoted social dialogue. Indeed,
its tripartite structure reflects a conviction that the best solutions arise
through its many forms and levels, from national tripartite consulta-
tions and cooperation to plant-level collective bargaining and work-
place relations. Engaging in dialogue, the social partners also fortify
democratic governance, building vigorous and resilient labour mar-
ket institutions that contribute to long-term social and economic sta-
bility and peace. Social dialogue is a powerful tool that has helped
solve difficult problems and fosters social cohesion. 

Despite its proven worth, social dialogue is far from being as fully
utilized in the region as elsewhere. In some countries freedom of as-
sociation is still not fully guaranteed, and in many others trade union
density has decreased while industrial relations institutions have
weakened. In some enterprises outmoded, hierarchical practices can
lead to acrimony, breeding a chronically confrontational culture that
in the long run is unproductive for both enterprises and workers. In
addition to these familiar problems, social dialogue has been under-
mined by a number of recent developments that have tended to fa-
vour individual over collective action. More complex and flexible
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types of employment, for example, have loosened many social ties
and have widened disparities between the skilled and the unskilled,
and between the formal and informal economies. At the same time,
many enterprises have been changing their structure, dismantling the
kind of vertical hierarchies that underpinned traditional systems of in-
dustrial relations and moving away from collective bargaining. 

But there have also been positive developments in the region. So-
cial partners have renewed their efforts to build sound institutions
with a growing recognition of the important role of social dialogue
in social and economic policy areas. In countries’ efforts to cope with
the Asian crisis, tripartite social dialogue has gained new or renewed
acceptance among social partners. Democratization, in particular, has
helped the resurgence of social dialogue in such countries. Intensify-
ing competition between and within nations has led social partners
in the region to put more emphasis on building sound labour-man-
agement relations at the workplace. Economic reform in transition
economies has led – though often with a significant time lag – to re-
forms of labour market institutions such as collective bargaining and
dispute settlement mechanisms at the workplace. These develop-
ments indicate that social dialogue should be a dynamic, rather than
static, process, geared towards meeting the complex challenges of
building economic competitiveness and social equity. Similarly, so-
cial dialogue should be a democratic process geared to reaching out
not only to workers in the formal sector but also to the more vulner-
able, atypical workforce in order to reduce the phenomenon of social
and economic exclusion.

One of the key rewards of social dialogue is the building of mu-
tually satisfactory and rewarding relationships between the partners
that lead to decent working environments, job satisfaction, good en-
terprise performance and, in general, outcomes with rewards for all.
Both tripartite and bipartite dialogue, with greater transparency and
mutual respect for each other’s views and needs, especially on a vol-
untary basis, builds better trust and cooperation. Effective employers’
and workers’ organizations can certainly help build good relation-
ships. The ILO’s social dialogue programme seeks to build on and
promote these values and practices amongst the constituents.

Tripartite social dialogue and the road towards democracy
Social dialogue is a manifestation of participatory democracy. Po-

litical openness and democratic governance are preconditions for so-
cial dialogue to prosper. It is also equally true that well-functioning
social dialogue institutions reinforce and invigorate political democ-
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racy. Political changes that have occurred over the last few years in
many countries of the region have had a significant impact on the de-
velopment of social dialogue in the countries concerned. 

In a number of countries that were hard hit by the Asian financial
crisis, changes of political landscape have been substantial, opening
a window of opportunity for social partners to take new social-dia-
logue initiatives. To a varying degree – but consistently – political
trends in the crisis-affected countries reflect a rising demand for
openness and popular participation in economic and social policy
choices. While the pressure for democratic reform has been a long-
standing trend in the region, the crisis appears to have given it new
impetus. The increase in tripartite initiatives is one facet of this new
momentum. In the Republic of Korea, the creation of the Tripartite
Commission, whose mandate and influence is far greater than any
other tripartite body in the country’s modern history, was a reflection
of maturing democracy. In Thailand, the new Constitution emphasiz-
es openness, participation, and the consolidation of democracy. In

Box 4.1. Social dialogue in Arab States and the role of the ILO

In collaboration with the Arab La-
bour Organization (ALO), the ILO or-
ganized an Arab Interregional Meeting
for Arab Countries on the Promotion of
Tripartism and Social Dialogue (Beirut,
October 2000). Bringing together the
ILO tripartite constituents and other
concerned parties in the Arab region to
discuss for the first time the issue of so-
cial dialogue, the meeting was de-
signed to enhance tripartite
consultation, and promote social dia-
logue in the context of national devel-
opment efforts. The most important
conclusions of the seminar were the fol-
lowing: to uphold the principle of tri-
partite dialogue and consultations and
to promote all mechanisms, activities
and channels for such dialogue, taking
into consideration the particular out-
look, level of development, and require-
ment of each individual society,
ensuring at the same time that each
party enjoys its independence and its
freedom to express itself with regard to
its interests in industrial relations; to

urge the governments of the Arab
States to ratify the Freedom of Associa-
tion and Protection of the Right to Or-
ganise Convention, 1948 (No. 87), and
the Right to Organise and Collective
Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98),
which are considered to be the corner-
stone of tripartism and consultation
among the social partners; to urge gov-
ernments to establish national perma-
nent committees comprising all three
social partners, which would be con-
cerned with all labour and employment
issues, as well as urge these govern-
ments to ratify the Tripartite Consulta-
tion (International Labour Standards)
Convention, 1976 (No. 144); to in-
crease technical cooperation in order to
strengthen the capacities of workers’
and employers’ organizations so that
they are able to participate more active-
ly in tripartite consultations; and to cre-
ate the legislative framework for the
promotion of women and their partici-
pation in social dialogue and tripartite
consultation.
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Indonesia, the new political openness led to ratification of the ILO’s
core Conventions including those on freedom of association and the
right to collective bargaining, thus preparing the ground for social di-
alogue. The creation of bipartite and tripartite mechanisms in Yemen,
Lebanon, Jordan and Kuwait are signs of greater political openness
and a trend towards more participation in the economic and social
decision-making process. Moreover, the latest changes in some GCC
States authorizing the setting up of workers’ organizations are indica-
tions that these countries accept the need to include constructive
forces and institutions, such as independent trade unions, in the
process of change.

In South Asian countries, social dialogue has a long history sup-
ported by an equally long history of plural democracy, especially in
India. But many observers have become sceptical of the social part-
ners’ ability to help renovate the country through social dialogue, as
social dialogue has often revealed its incapacity to move beyond the
status quo. A need to move forward is strongly felt among social part-
ners in the region and there is a need for governments to be more
proactive, especially through timely decision-making.

In other countries, political instability has had a damaging impact
on social dialogue. In Fiji, the main tripartite body – the Tripartite Fo-
rum, which had been reactivated after a lapse of ten years – and tri-
partite steering committees, which were formed to implement the
country programme, became temporarily dysfunctional after the
coup in May 2000. Tripartite institutions were also affected in the
Solomon Islands after the outbreak of ethnic clashes that virtually
cancelled out earlier attempts at tripartism. The continued embargo
on Iraq became a major handicap in promoting effective social dia-
logue, whereas occupation and the closure of borders and the Pales-
tinian territories are factors which continue to weaken or even
prevent the operation of tripartite structures.

The abovementioned political developments and their impact on
social dialogue confirm the view that political openness and sound
governance are prerequisites for social dialogue. If social dialogue is
to assure its rightful place in society, as a form of participatory dia-
logue, it should complement parliamentary democracy. Where major
decisions on economic and social policies are influenced by employ-
ers’ and workers’ organizations, these organizations may be per-
ceived as usurping the legitimate role of the elected legislature. In the
Republic of Korea, social partners have had difficulty translating their
hard-earned tripartite agreements into legislation when the legislature
was reluctant to ratify agreements reached through long negotiation
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between the social partners. The social partners also frequently en-
countered scepticism amongst officials of economic ministries who
questioned whether social dialogue helped or hindered social and
economic structuring. Despite the positive perception of social dia-
logue and the general acceptance of the value of the institutions of
dialogue, there are still chronic and newly emerging constraints
which continue to hinder the proper functioning of social dialogue.

That governments acknowledge the legitimacy of workers’ and
employers’ organizations and their representatives shows that their
contribution to policy-making is regarded as useful. Inherent in this
is a recognition of the social partners’ expertise on a range of eco-
nomic and social issues. It follows that social partners must be able
to demonstrate their expertise on, and contributions to, social and
economic policy issues in social dialogue. Of crucial importance to
all parties to social dialogue in the Arab States is the need to acquire
the technical and professional capacity to participate effectively in tri-
partite social and economic negotiations. 

Another issue requiring careful attention by the social partners is
how to make social dialogue inclusive. Globalization has spawned
new forms of work organization, altered established employment re-
lations and weakened the traditional structure and role of the trade
unions. Workers in the informal sector, the self-employed, part-time
workers, and home-based workers usually fall outside the traditional
channels of representation. There are successful examples of collab-
orative efforts between these workers and other specific segments of
the working population. For example, voluntary partnership between
the social partners and other social groups has helped the integration
of young people – who are especially vulnerable to long-term unem-
ployment – into the labour market in New Zealand. In India, where
the vast majority of the working population is in the informal sector,
there have been encouraging attempts to address the social and eco-
nomic concerns of informal sector workers. The Indian State of Ker-
ala managed to address the 80 or 90 per cent of workers who are in
the informal sector by developing ways, on a mutually acceptable ba-
sis, to offer them provident funds, health insurance and other benefits
based on workers’ contributions. The Kerala experience may make
for a useful model of social dialogue focused on unorganized labour.
The “vision statement” on labour policy in Kerala also is unique in
the sense that it is a non-government agenda arrived at through a par-
ticipatory process; it is not a case of popular organizations endorsing
an agenda set by government. 
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What happened to tripartism in the aftermath 
of the economic crisis?
The Asian financial crisis wrought economic and social havoc on

millions of working people and their families; however, it also acted
as a catalyst for increased recognition of the need for tripartite dia-
logue among the social partners and governments. 

In addressing the effects of the economic and social crisis through
mobilization of tripartite cooperation, a more participatory approach
has been taken in the crisis-affected Asian countries. The search for
solutions has resulted in the creation of entirely new tripartite ap-
proaches in the Republic of Korea (Tripartite Commission, 1998), Ma-
laysia (creation of National Economic Action Council, 1998),
Singapore (Tripartite Panel on Retrenched Workers, 1998) and Thai-
land; meanwhile efforts in several other countries have been chan-
nelled through existing tripartite bodies. Some of the tripartite
initiatives have included government participation at the highest lev-
el. In Malaysia, the tripartite mechanism set up to address the eco-
nomic crisis was spearheaded by the Prime Minister himself. In the
Republic of Korea, tripartite bodies now include the major economic
ministries. In some instances, the agenda for dialogue has extended
well beyond the issues dealing solely with the labour market to in-
clude a range of macroeconomic policy choices. Such has been the
case in both the Republic of Korea and in Malaysia. 

In the Philippines, the Department of Labor and Employment or-
chestrated a national tripartite process involving the Philippine em-
ployers’ organizations and two of the country’s labour federations,
which resulted, in February 1998, in a “Social Accord”. The Accord
committed trade unions to renounce strike action during the econom-
ic downturn in return for an employer pledge to avoid retrenchment
as far as possible. Following an initial duration of six months, the tri-
partite process and the Accord were renewed later in the year. Fur-
thermore, on the initiative of the Department of Labor and
Employment, the tripartite accord process was replicated at the re-
gional level and produced several regional accords. In Indonesia, the
demise of the previous government and subsequent democratic re-
form led to the abolition of the trade union monopoly, paving the
way for freedom of association and resulting in a proliferation of new
trade union federations.

However, the road towards genuine social dialogue has not been
smooth. Political instability has hampered social dialogue machinery.
Failure to convene national tripartite conferences on major social and
economic policy issues has eroded the value and credibility of estab-
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lished social dialogue institutions in the Philippines, while the social
partners in Indonesia are struggling to find a new form of social dia-
logue against a background of continuing political turmoil and a
changing industrial relations environment.

The institutions of tripartism in Asia and the Pacific: 
A long way to go
Despite the impressive development of social dialogue in some

countries in this region, it must be recognized that the institutional
basis of tripartite social dialogue is relatively weak in the Asia-Pacific
region as well as the Arab region.

Capacity of the social partners
First of all, the social partners’ organizational capacity is weak in

many of the countries under consideration. Trade union density
tends to be relatively low, ranging from a mere estimated 2.8 per cent
of the workforce in the formal sector of Thailand, to 11 per cent in
the Republic of Korea, to 20 per cent in Singapore and to around 30
per cent in Australia. Taking into account the vast scale of the infor-
mal sector in such Asian countries as India, Indonesia, Thailand and
others, trade union representation of the working population is quite
limited. 

In many countries, the plethora of trade unions necessarily makes
individual workers’ organizations less representative in social dia-
logue. This, for instance, is the case to a varying extent in India, Pa-
kistan and Bangladesh. In Indonesia, now that the trade union
monopoly has been abolished and freedom of association guaran-
teed, there are more than 30 trade unions at the national level, com-
peting with each other for the same membership. Multiplicity of trade
unions often hampers social dialogue by weakening unions’ ability
to take coordinated positions. 

Employers’ organizations in several developing countries of the
region are in a scarcely better situation. Their weak secretariats, low
membership base and consequent lack of financial capacity prevent
them from carrying out important activities and providing relevant
services to their members. This situation makes it increasingly diffi-
cult to attract new members. Competition from rival organizations,
such as chambers of commerce, businessmen’s associations and oth-
er NGOs, compounds their difficulties. In some countries (notably in
the Arab States), the only business organizations are chambers of
commerce; in others, there is the trend to merge economic and social
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organizations representing business (e.g. New Zealand, Australia, Ja-
pan). Elsewhere (as in Viet Nam, Nepal, Bangladesh and at least one
Indian case) the employers’ organization is de facto a part or an ex-
tension of the chamber of commerce. Multiplicity of employers’ busi-
ness organizations also weakens their capacity and can pose
problems in countries like India, East Timor and Thailand. Employ-
ers’ organizations frequently represent the large employers and find
it difficult to organize and represent the interests of employers in me-
dium, small and micro-enterprises. In the Arab States, the weakened
capacity of employers’ organizations, coupled with dwindling finan-
cial resources, have hindered their efforts to review their roles with a
view to giving more priority to social issues and providing stronger
support to the SMEs, which represent the majority of their members.

Furthermore, the State – a vital component of tripartism – is not
always in a position to change the situation. Ministries of labour gen-
erally do not have the financial and human resources needed to carry
out their multiple responsibilities. As a result, even where formal tri-
partite structures have been established, their impact is impercepti-
ble. As most important decisions on economic and social policy are
taken by the ministries of finance and planning, or the office of the
president or prime minister, tripartite bodies under the ministry of la-
bour can often play merely a marginal role. Not only is it critically
important to augment the financial and human resources and capac-
ities of the ministries of labour, it is equally important to elevate their
status, engage them in purposeful dialogue and draw the social part-
ners into the government’s decision-making process. Capacity build-
ing through intensive training in the basic concepts of efficient labour
administration is being provided in Cambodia, China, East Timor,

Box 4.2. Enhancing the role of labour administrations

Within the joint ILO/ALO Regional
Programme for Labour Administration,
technical advice was offered and train-
ing activities and seminars conducted
to improve the effectiveness of the la-
bour administration systems of the
Arab-Asian countries to promote em-
ployment, improve labour conditions
and social protection – mainly in the in-
formal economy – and increase their
participation in the design of economic
and social policies. The activities also fo-

cused on gender issues and the devel-
opment of sound labour relations.

In addition to these joint activities,
the ILO provided technical advice and
conducted training to enhance the role
and effectiveness of labour administra-
tion and reviewed labour legislation in
the light of the new socio-economic
challenges (Lebanon, Jordan, Kuwait,
United Arab Emirates, the West Bank
and Gaza, Oman and Qatar).
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Mongolia and Viet Nam, with particular emphasis on upgrading skills
and the services offered by provincial labour offices.

Weakness of collective bargaining
Another important indicator of trade union strength and the ef-

fectiveness of industrial relations machinery is collective bargaining
coverage. In countries such as the Republic of Korea and Malaysia,
collective bargaining coverage is higher than trade union density,
since collective bargaining agreements apply to non-union employ-
ees (whether at enterprise or, in some instances, industry level). In
others, collective bargaining coverage appears to be significantly
lower than that suggested by trade union density figures (notably
Thailand and South Asian countries where trade union density itself
is low). 

In transition economies, the problem of weak social partners
presents itself in a different way. In China and Viet Nam, each of
which have a single official trade union confederation, membership
density tends to be higher than in other Asian countries. While official
data suggests a relatively high degree of unionization, the trade un-
ions’ real strength seems to be far below what the data might suggest.
In Viet Nam, for example, the very concept of collective bargaining
– and, in particular, bargaining over interests – is not widely known.
Such collective agreements as do exist tend more often than not to
amount to little more than the joint endorsement by labour and man-
agement of the provisions of the Labour Code. In China, a relatively
extensive trade union presence in enterprises fails to confer many of
the benefits which workers expect from union in a market economy. 

The weakness of the social partners in the Arab region continue
adversely to affect their negotiating skills and capacities, thus leading
to limited consultations or negotiations at enterprise, industry and na-
tional levels.

One of the weaknesses of the industrial relations system in many
Asian countries is the scarcity – or even lack – of arrangements at the
industrial or sectoral level. Collective bargaining in Asia is chiefly
confined to the enterprise or workplace level. But without interme-
diate-level industrial relations arrangements, social partners can find
it difficult to deliver on agreements, if these are reached at the nation-
al level, to workers and employers at the enterprise level. This was
one of the obstacles the social partners in the Republic of Korea faced
after reaching the first national tripartite agreements – how to link in-
dustrial relations at different levels and how to strengthen social dia-
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logue at the intermediate level are challenges for the social partners
in most parts of Asia. 

In addition to the abovementioned weaknesses of collective bar-
gaining in many Asian countries, the collective bargaining agenda at
the enterprise level has been rather narrowly set, hardly going beyond
basic working conditions at the workplace. Other qualitative issues,
such as training and participation in management decisions, are rarely
addressed by labour and management through collective bargaining.

Practices and institutions of workplace cooperation 
This weakness of collective bargaining at the enterprise level may

also be attributed to the fact that practices and institutions of work-
place cooperation have not been sufficiently developed. An encour-
aging example of plant-level joint labour-management consultation
may be found in Japan, where committees contribute to sound bipar-
tite relations both in union and non-union enterprises. Nonetheless,
practices and institutions of plant-level cooperation are virtually ab-
sent in Malaysia and Thailand. In other countries attempts have been
made to institutionalize workers’ participation in decision-making
(e.g. through legislation requiring the establishment of labour-man-
agement committees), but such institutions have not worked satisfac-
torily. In South Asia, for instance, workplace institutions for
cooperation –despite being championed for decades by the govern-
ment – have not always lived up to the social partners’ expectations. 

In certain cases, however, the crisis has given a fresh impetus to
greater workplace cooperation – as in the Philippines where it ap-
pears to have resulted in broader support for labour-management
councils. In Thailand, the 1998 Code of Practice to Promote Labour
Relations outlined ways in which to reduce workplace costs and
committed parties to the principle that bipartite social dialogue was
a necessary prerequisite to any decision affecting employees’ welfare.
In many workplaces in Asia, the unions’ more realistic attitude to-
wards job losses and competitiveness concerns has often been ac-
companied by a greater willingness on the part of management to
communicate and instil workplace cooperation. In this regard, it
should be emphasized that sound human resources management and
sound industrial relations reinforce and complement each other, as
every successful enterprise testifies. 

Strengthening bipartite initiatives 
An important industrial relations policy issue is how to strengthen

bipartite social dialogue at the higher levels, both by sector and at the
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national level. As European experience shows, voluntary initiatives
between trade unions and employers’ organizations at industrial and
national levels have an enormous potential not only for improving
the industrial relations atmosphere but also for tackling social policy
issues. However, the weak capacity of both employers’ and workers’
organizations remains a major obstacle to the development of bipar-
tite initiatives in Asia.

The lack of voluntary initiatives in the region might be a legacy
of state-led development processes, in which actors in the labour
markets expected governments to take the lead in social dialogue.
Recent developments in some countries suggest increased recourse
to bipartite social dialogue. In Japan for instance, the employers’ fed-
eration (NIKKEIREN) and the national centre of trade unions (JTUC-
RENGO) have forged and strengthened a partnership in their endeav-
our towards greater employment security and job creation. Their joint
declaration and projects initiated tripartite efforts to improve the la-
bour market situation by solving mismatch problems, proposing new
policy measures on training and education, and putting forward pol-
icy measures to cope with an ageing society. Furthermore, bipartite
partnership in Pakistan has led to the formulation of a new labour
reform programme; and in Malaysia bipartism has been instrumental
in overcoming the effects of the economic crisis.

The legal framework for social dialogue
Legal frameworks for social dialogue in some Asian countries do

not seem to encourage sound development of social dialogue at the
various levels. There are still some legal restrictions on trade union

Box 4.3. Bipartite social dialogue: The case of WEBCOP in Pakistan

A new development in Pakistan has
been the establishment of a bipartite
national level forum: the Workers’ and
Employers’ Bipartite Council of Pakistan
(WEBCOP). This body has played a
unique role in helping the Government
build on consensus proposals for the la-
bour reform programme – even with re-
gard to long-outstanding labour issues.
Industrial relations strategy is now shift-
ing from legislative intervention to bi-
partite initiatives, in which the State
acts as a facilitator. 

WEBCOP constitutes a group of en-
lightened employers and eminent lead-
ers from almost all national level
workers’ organizations in Pakistan. A
detailed Memorandum of Understand-
ing has been signed which aims at im-
proving relations between the partners,
developing a consensus regarding a na-
tional manpower policy and harmoniz-
ing industrial relations through
continued social dialogue.
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activities, particularly in the public sector. Labour laws in many Asian
countries have been characterized by restrictions on the full freedom
of trade unions to engage in activities deemed to be managerial
prerogatives or likely to result in industrial conflict, as is the case in Sin-
gapore and Malaysia. Restrictions on the scope of bargaining in both
countries are part of the export-oriented development strategy in
which the aim is to ensure an investor-friendly labour climate. In this
regard, it may be no coincidence that Malaysia and Singapore are the
two countries in which the share of foreign-owned firms is highest.
Across the countries of the region, there is also a clear bias towards nar-
rowing the grounds on which a legal strike or lockout can occur – again
in an apparent attempt to ensure an investor-friendly environment.

Legal frameworks for social dialogue in transition economies
have not kept pace with the socio-economic changes brought about
by their bold economic reform policies. Freedom of association in
some countries is still not a reality, while the legal framework for col-
lective bargaining and dispute settlement is yet to be developed in
others. Despite these shortcomings, labour market institutions, in-
cluding trade unions and collective bargaining, continue to develop
in tandem with transition to a market economy. In Cambodia the cli-
mate for trade union organizations has become markedly more fa-
vourable and there is generous public policy support in the country’s
1997 Labour Code. In China, there is a growing number of cases in
which union representatives have been able to offer substantive sup-
port to workers whose rights have been breached.

The weaknesses of industrial relations institutions in the region
suggest that, despite the recent progress made in many countries,

Box 4.4. Bipartite dialogue at the sectoral level in Malaysia

In Malaysia, in addition to the ef-
fects of the regulatory environment and
national tripartite dialogue on labour
market adjustment, important initia-
tives have also occurred at the sectoral
level, where there has been substantial
cooperation between trade unions and
employers in lessening the impact of
the crisis on jobs. Prior to the crisis, the
Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers
(FMM) had become the first employers’
organization to establish a joint com-

mittee with the Malaysian Trade Union
Congress (MTUC). When the crisis oc-
curred, the joint committee constituted
itself as a “task force” on retrenchments
and vacancies. In essence, the commit-
tee functions as a private employment
service. It holds a list of companies
planning to retrench staff. The MTUC is
part of the information conduit. It also
seeks out vacancies for retrenched
workers on the list it maintains.
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much ground remains to be covered to ensure the development of
social dialogue as a means of promoting decent work for all. 

Having independent and strong social partners also assists the
process of labour law formulation and revision; social dialogue is
both an important element in laws, and the means of arriving at
workable regulatory texts. Exercises where the social partners are
consulted throughout the process give credibility and viability to
those texts as well as a sense of ownership which permeates into oth-
er areas of social reform (Indonesia, East Timor). But having solid la-
bour laws, which reflect the fundamental principles and standards
ratified by States, is only the first step towards achieving decent work,
the first “down payment” in reducing the decent work deficit, which
need to be followed up by a number of steps towards balancing the
books. These initial steps include disseminating the contents of new
or revised labour laws so that the players know the rules, and training
the labour administrations in modern techniques for fulfilling their
functions under the laws (Cambodia, Viet Nam).

In general, the capacity of social partners needs to be significantly
strengthened. Activities geared towards strengthening industrial rela-
tions, as well as institutions including collective bargaining and work-
place cooperation, should be implemented throughout the region.

Social dialogue on economic reform and social equity

Social dialogue, economic reform and restructuring
During the past decade, nations in the region embarked on vari-

ous social and economic reform policies in their attempt to cope with
the challenges of trade liberalization and globalization. In some
countries, the social partners had to confront economic reform aris-
ing from the transition to a market economy; in others, the Asian fi-
nancial crisis dictated radical financial and corporate restructuring.
Elsewhere, reform implied the opening up of protected industries
and the restructuring of state-owned enterprises. In yet other cases,
economic reform measures were introduced as a consequence of
IMF-lending conditionalities. Whatever the impetus, social partners in
the region all faced the common task of having to take on far-reach-
ing economic reform, with its inevitable ensuing hardship for millions
of working families. 

With very few exceptions, social dialogue on economic reform
centred on ways to minimize the negative consequences for working
people while making financial markets more effective, enhancing the
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performance of firms and thus strengthening economic performance
of the country in the long run. A particularly thorny issue was how
to cope with the unemployment crisis resulting from mass redundan-
cies due to restructuring. In China, the restructuring of state-owned
enterprises has led to the loss of millions of jobs. A similar situation
exists in other transition economies where state-owned enterprises,
which employ a majority of the formal sector workforce, are set to be
privatized. Attempts at economic reform have often met with strong
resistance from trade unions. The turbulent industrial relations cli-
mate in the Republic of Korea, where social partners managed to
reach historic tripartite social agreements on a wide-ranging set of
economic and social policy issues, are illustrative of this dilemma.
Privatization in Papua New Guinea and the reform programme in the
Solomon Islands have created widespread tension and dislocation in
social dialogue. The fear of job losses, the adequacy or otherwise of
redundancy packages, the quest for alternative employment or in-
come-earning opportunities, are among the major concerns of trade
unions. Privatization is also a priority issue in South Asia. In India,
telecommunications, the power sector and many other public sector
enterprises are up for privatization. Trade unions are vehemently op-
posed to any such changes, fearing that massive retrenchments will
be the result. In the Syrian Arab Republic and Lebanon, government
initiatives for privatization and economic restructuring remain a ma-
jor concern of trade unions and employers’ organizations. Tripartite
national consultation mechanisms are given a bigger role in deter-
mining the course of these policies.

Weak or non-existent social protection schemes for those who
lose their jobs have aggravated the tension between governments and
trade unions. The abovementioned tripartite agreements in the Re-
public of Korea struck a certain balance as the agreements produced
new social protection measures and an expansion of unemployment
insurance coverage in exchange for a more liberal approach to layoffs.
Furthermore, the agreements included far-reaching measures to im-
prove corporate governance and monitor top management behav-
iour. In many cases, however, the short time frame for corporate
restructuring and privatization, which is dictated by financial markets,
placed the dialogue on reform measures under enormous pressure.
Whenever social dialogue has centred on relatively “soft” social policy
issues in the spirit of innovative partnership, it has proved its value –
as demonstrated by the tripartite dialogue on medicare reform in Sin-
gapore. But continuous retrenchment and worsening working condi-
tions in some countries accompanying economic and social policy
reform have put social dialogue severely to the test. 
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Negotiating wages: Decency versus competitiveness
Wages have always been central to the social dialogue agenda.

In the face of increasingly severe global and domestic competition,
moves towards labour market flexibilization and the Asian financial
crisis itself have exerted pressure to change wage policies in many
Asian countries. There has been debate over minimum wage policies
in this context and some have tried to link wages to various business
and economic performance indicators. The crisis has put downward
pressure on wage levels. Thus negotiation on wages has become an
attempt to strike an optimal balance between decency and competi-
tiveness.

Minimum wage policy is a thorny issue in the region. Faced with
stiffer competition and the need for flexibility, some employers and
their organizations are asking whether a minimum wage is worth
having at all. Governments are also concerned about the appropriate
scope, level and administration of the minimum wage with a view to
enhancing competitiveness and attracting more investment, while
providing an appropriate level of social protection through the set-
ting of a wage floor. 

In countries such as the Philippines and Thailand, where the min-
imum wage is approximate to the average wage of a large proportion
of the formal workforce, negotiations over the minimum wage have
significant influence over overall wage movement. At the height of
the Asian financial crisis, government in the Philippines and Thailand
froze the level of the minimum wage. In Thailand, upward adjust-
ments of decentralized minimum wage rates were made in 2001, for
the first time since the outbreak of the crisis in 1997. 

Box 4.5. Singapore:
Tripartite committee on portable medical benefits, 2000

There are two components to the
provision of medical benefits in Singa-
pore. The first is coverage under the
government-operated Medisave and
Medishield schemes, which Singapore-
ans can draw upon when they are hos-
pitalized. There is also a supplementary
employer-provided medical benefits
scheme that covers both outpatient
and hospitalization costs.

The tripartite committee is to review
how the existing employer-provided
benefits scheme could be further
strengthened. At present such benefits
are not transferable; hence benefits
cease when a person leaves service. As
the population ages, this is one factor
that could result in discrimination
against older workers, who could be
shunned by employers trying to avoid
paying higher medical costs.
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Archaic legislation in India governing various minimum wage
rates – such as the Plantation Act and the Bonus Act – seem to have
provided little benefit to the workers they are supposed to protect.
With widespread unemployment and underemployment, the unor-
ganized sector is scarcely affected by such legislation. Compliance
with the Minimum Wages Act, which is intended to protect unorgan-
ized labour too, is very weak. Despite adjustments to the minimum
wage over nearly a decade, these laws have become virtually defunct.
In the Pacific Islands, for example, minimum wage legislation has yet
to be applied in Fiji; and in Papua New Guinea, a recommended pol-
icy on minimum wage has not, to date, been implemented. 

In Malaysia – where no statutory national minimum wage exists –
the MTUC has campaigned for the introduction of a national mini-
mum wage. On the other hand, employers perceive the rigidity of the
wage system in Malaysian firms as a major obstacle to flexibilization
of human resources management and thus to enterprise competitive-
ness. The question of how to strike a balance between competitive-
ness and social equity manifests itself as a debate between those in
favour of minimum wage and those who want a flexible wage system.

The issue of wage flexibility – in other words, linking wages to
various performance indicators – is a very important one in the re-
gion. In a quickly changing market context amid mounting global
competition, enterprises have to fine-tune their workforce require-
ments – and therefore wages – constantly. Flexibility on all fronts is
becoming increasingly important to enable enterprises to remain
competitive and is a crucial issue for employers. In Japan and the Re-

Box 4.6. Minimum wage policy reform in Thailand 

At the micro level, wage fixing in
Thai enterprises might be seen as typi-
cal of the way in which market forces
are mediated through individual bar-
gaining power and unilateral employer
determination. This interpretation
would be based on the low incidence of
coverage of collective bargaining. But
this view overlooks the fact that wage
setting in Thailand has been influenced
by frequent adjustments to a nationally
determined minimum wage. These ad-
justments result from the deliberations

of a tripartite National Wage Commit-
tee, whose recommendations have –
almost without exception – been con-
verted into law by the Government.
Since the crisis, the Government has
made changes to minimum wage fixing
machinery that decentralizes it to the
provincial level. Local minimum wage
fixing is intended not only to further the
objective of a more fine-tuned adjust-
ment of costs to capacity to pay, but
also to attract more investment capital.
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public of Korea, the traditional seniority-based wage system has been
considerably eroded recently as a growing number of enterprises
have brought in performance-based wage systems. The rapid spread
of these wage systems has met with resistance from Korean trade un-
ions, which believe that they undermine solidarity among union
members by encouraging peer competition. There are also concerns
that performance-based wage systems may hamper organizational ef-
ficiency in the absence of transparent and fair criteria for measuring
performance and sufficient consultation with employees. 

Wage negotiations actually saved jobs in the thick of the econom-
ic crisis. In most crisis-affected countries, labour and management
agreed to freeze – and in some instances reduce – the wage bill in
return for maintaining employment levels thus saving viable enter-
prises and jobs. In many cases, labour and management agreed upon
the principle of “more reduction for higher managers, less reduction
for low-rank employees”. In Singapore, orderly wage reduction was
introduced by tripartite social dialogue.

Wage policy reform has been pursued in the vastly different con-
text of public sector reform in the transition economies of China and
Viet Nam. In these countries, the state budget covers not only civil
service and public sector wage costs but also state-owned enterpris-
es. Wages have offered scope for adjustment, in as much as labour
supply was previously relatively fixed by the lifelong employment
system. As a cost for maintaining a redundant workforce within en-
terprises, wages were kept very low. Consequently, wages ceased to
function as a motivating factor and unreasonably low-wage levels re-
sulted in reduced efficiency, poor governance, widespread moon-
lighting, and even rampant corruption. Wage reform policy is closely
linked to the restructuring of the public sector, with greater implica-
tions for employment adjustment and social security reform. Over the
years the Government of China has gradually loosened its adminis-
trative control over the total sum of wages and given autonomy to

Box 4.7. Tripartite consensus on wage adjustment in Singapore 

The strong spirit of tripartite cooper-
ation in Singapore facilitated the adop-
tion of a set of wage reduction
guidelines issued by the National Wage
Council in November 1998 to help
companies regain cost competitiveness

and preserve jobs. The guidelines called
for a wage cut of between 5 and 8 per
cent, in addition to a reduction in em-
ployers’ Central Provident Fund contri-
butions by 10 points.
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large and medium-sized enterprises to determine wages on the prin-
ciple that total wage growth rate should be lower than that of labour
productivity. What is more, to ensure equity while moving towards a
market-based wage system, the Government has tried to stimulate
collective bargaining in the private sector. 

Towards more efficient dispute settlement
Global data show that labour disputes declined during the past

decade. Countries in the region have – with a few exceptions – also
witnessed falling numbers of labour disputes. More emphasis on
workplace cooperation – and, perhaps more significantly, the waning
bargaining power of trade unions in the globalized economy – have
contributed to the decrease. The declining number of labour dis-
putes, however, does not undermine the importance of effective dis-
pute settlement machinery. Effective and fair procedures for dispute
settlement can help the social partners nurture a culture of industrial
harmony and cooperation.

In many Asian countries, dispute settlement procedures are not
well developed. In particular, dispute settlement procedures in South
Asia have been criticized as being costly, slow and too legalistic – on
average, it takes between four and five years to settle a dispute in
South Asia. The growing backlog before the industrial courts has also

Box 4.8. Bipartite private mediation service in Sri Lanka

The Employers’ Federation of Ceylon
(EFC) has set up an Employment Medi-
ation Services Centre (EMSC) for set-
tling disputes arising out of
employment. Any employer, worker or
employers’ or workers’ organization
may seek mediation through the Medi-
ation Centre. The EMSC strives to pro-
mote the use of mediation to facilitate
the expeditious settlement of employ-
ment-related disputes to the satisfac-
tion of each of the parties concerned.

In a rapidly changing industrial rela-
tions scenario in Sri Lanka, brought
about by the onset of globalization and
economic liberalization, the focus is be-
ginning to shift from dispute settlement
to dispute prevention. Both employers
and workers – and their representative

organizations – have realized that pre-
vention is certainly better than cure,
and therefore emphasize alternate dis-
pute resolution mechanisms such as
mediation and grievance redressal at
the enterprise level. The particular type
of mediation promoted is also known
as “interest-based problem solving”,
where both parties move from tradi-
tional antagonistic positions to consul-
tation and dialogue based on the
individual or collective interests of the
parties. The expected result is a win-win
situation as opposed to the win-lose sit-
uation encountered in traditional proc-
esses of dispute settlement. The
Government has recently endorsed this
new approach and intends to promote
it.
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become problem in Malaysia, which is now reviewing its industrial
court system. The Indian experience, in respect of this problem, is
another case in point.

The social partners have made serious attempts to improve dis-
pute settlement processes. Noteworthy are bipartite initiatives to find
less costly, more expeditious, “win-win” approaches to dispute set-
tlement based on a voluntary dialogue-based approach. In Bangla-
desh, bipartite mediation committees at the sectoral level, set up by
the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association,
have proved their effectiveness in handling disputes. A similar en-
couraging development is occurring in Sri Lanka.

Box 4.9. Innovative solutions in the Philippines

New approaches to dispute settle-
ment are also evident in the Philippines.
The Government of the Philippines has
tried to find alternatives to litigious,
third-party dispute resolution. The De-
partment of Labor and Employment
has recently shown less of a tendency
than previously to intervene directly in
disputes on the grounds that such in-

tervention crowds out the development
of bipartite dispute resolution. It has in-
creasingly promoted voluntary media-
tion and conciliation through the
National Mediation and Conciliation
Board among other – less legalistic –
private and public alternatives for dis-
pute resolution.
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5. A review of activities 
and the way forward

A review of activities in the Asia-Pacific region
East Asia

Strategic Objective No. 1:
Promote and realize fundamental principles
and rights at work
While the campaign for universal ratification of the ILO core Con-

ventions has had some very positive results in the South-East Asian
subregion, significant gaps remain, as pointed out by the Expert-Ad-
visers on the ILO Declaration. Extensive and deep-rooted problems
of lack of freedom of association, forced labour, child labour and dis-
crimination persist. The limitations of operational programmes in
these areas resulted, at least in part, from a lack of resources. Once
funding in support of the Declaration became available, it proved
possible to do more, as had been the case earlier with child labour.

Although funds and expert time were devoted throughout the pe-
riod under review to providing training and support to member States
in order to help them comply with their reporting obligations under
the ILO Constitution, some governments are still encountering con-
siderable difficulties in this regard. This stems in part from inadequate
human resources in labour ministries and frequent transfers of staff,
as well as the demands arising from frequent questionnaires and re-
quests for information. Since this is a recurring problem, new and
more sustainable strategies need to be devised to allow the labour
ministries and the ILO to address it jointly.

Numerous resolutions of the International Labour Conference
and decisions of the ILO Governing Body have underlined the im-
portance of linking ILO standards to technical cooperation pro-
grammes. During the period under review, efforts continued in this
direction, but more remains to be done to follow up systematically
the problems and issues identified by the Committee of Experts
through operational activities.
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Strategic Objective No. 2:
Create greater opportunities for women and men 
to secure decent employment and income
The programmes and projects designed to generate employment,

especially in the small business sector, were generally highly success-
ful. They usually applied and adapted the SIYB (Start and Improve
your Business) methodology. One weak point to be remedied is the
tracking of the employment results after the active project phase.
Studies in other regions have shown that, while the programme may
create many job opportunities, the sector is very volatile and many
jobs disappear as well. It is therefore important to concentrate more
attention on the sustainability of the small enterprises and jobs gen-
erated. A good example in this connection is the ASIST (Advisory
Support, Information Services and Training for Labour-Based Infra-
structure Programmes) project for the generation of employment
through public works and infrastructural programmes. It has moved
from an initial focus on short-term reconstruction-based employment
projects to much more extensive and ongoing national infrastructure
projects.

During the period under review, considerable efforts were devot-
ed to advising member States on how to establish or improve their
labour information systems, especially statistics. With the notable ex-
ception of Nepal, there was frequently little concrete follow-up to the
recommendations of the ILO experts. The usual reason cited was the
lack of resources both internally, as a result of insufficient govern-
ment budgets, and externally, because of a relative lack of donor in-
terests in this area. As indicated in Chapter 2 above, an adequate
information and statistical base is indispensable to understand and
remedy deficiencies in the management of the labour market. It is
hoped that more priority can be given to this sector in both national
and donor budgets.

In relation to employment, more attention needs to be paid to the
special problems and issues of those at the extremes of the age scale.
On the one hand, youth unemployment, most critically in countries
with young populations, has to be given greater priority because of
the disproportionate number of young people who are without jobs.
On the other, certain large countries in the region are confronting a
rapidly ageing workforce and need to develop more appropriate pol-
icies for this demographic group.

Some success was achieved in the definition of policies and
guidelines to integrate people with disabilities into the labour market,
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but there was perhaps too much emphasis on government policies
and structures. Over the last five years it has become clear that much
more collaboration is to be sought from the private sector and trade
unions on this issue.

While a very effective series of activities was carried out in Thai-
land, in cooperation with the ministries of labour and education, to
assist tribal people to generate income and find employment, in
many countries such people live in conditions of abject poverty and
exclusion. Using extra-budgetary resources, it has been possible to
strengthen EASMAT (East Asia Multidisciplinary Advisory Team) ex-
pertise and capacity in this regard, thus making it possible to provide
more assistance for this vulnerable population group in the future.

Very significant progress has been made on women’s employ-
ment and conditions of work in the South-East Asian subregion, both
through the mainstreaming of gender considerations in projects and
programmes of general scope, as well as through targeted operation-
al activities. The sad reality remains, however, that in many countries
of the region women’s wages and incomes are significantly lower
than men’s and there are still many obstacles to equality of opportu-
nity in training, employment, business and social protection. It is a
demonstrable fact that women’s employment is one of the most ef-
fective means of reducing poverty and thus must be at the centre of
any development strategy.

Strategic Objective No. 3:
Enhance the coverage and effectiveness 
of social protection for all
The WISE (Work Improvements in Small Enterprises) programme

has had a very positive impact in the subregion and has been wel-
comed by small businesses, since it combines ergonomic improve-
ments with accident reduction, both of which result in greater
productivity and efficiency at the workplace. Given the very large
proportion of the workforce engaged in small and micro business,
this programme should clearly be expanded.

Tragically, the subregion continues to witness large industrial ac-
cidents with major loss of life and often serious environmental con-
sequences. The occupational safety and health specialist and the
labour administration specialists are collaborating to help member
States to improve their capacity to reduce such risks, along with the
cooperation of workers and employers.
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During the period under review the ILO embarked on a system-
atic effort to eradicate preventable occupational diseases, in particu-
lar silicosis and related pneumoconiosis. While it does represent a
considerable investment of ILO funds, the programme has had a pos-
itive impact.

Until the year 2000, the ILO had not participated in the Joint Unit-
ed Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS). It then began to de-
sign, in conjunction with the Programme, a structured approach to
the problem, based on the ILO’s tripartite strengths. This participation
has been welcomed by the constituents and the United Nations sys-
tem alike and will certainly develop rapidly.

A major component of the ILO programme in China, South-East
Asia and the ASEAN countries, has been in the field of social security.
It has proved difficult for the ILO field structure – even with consid-
erable assistance from headquarters – to respond to the enormous
volume of work requested of it in this area. Important progress has
been achieved by, for example, the design and implementation of an
entirely new social security regime in the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic. The ILO has also been given a central role in the recasting
of the social security system in China and several other countries. If
the Office is to be able to meet the rapidly growing demands from
constituents in this sector, more human and financial resources will
have to be found to support these efforts. It is, however, a measure
of the ILO’s success and credibility in this complex field that so many
requests continue to flow in.

The formal schemes which are in place, even those that have
been modernized and restructured, tend to be very limited in their
coverage. It is a paradox that those most in need of social protection,
such as the rural poor and urban informal workers, are precisely
those who are least likely to benefit from existing social protection
programmes. It is therefore urgent to ensure that adequate social pro-
tection arrangements are extended to as much of the population as
possible and, most particularly, to those who are in greatest need.

New social insurance schemes, geared to the needs of increasing-
ly complex and globalized labour markets require a sophisticated set
of management skills that are not always available, especially if there
are decentralized responsibilities and structures, which require a
much greater number of staff. Some training materials have been de-
veloped by the ILO, but this sector will require much more attention
in the future.

The model for measuring the efficiency of social expenditure
which was developed by the Social Security Department at headquar-
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ters has given rise to considerable interest in the South-East Asian su-
bregion, not only from national governments but also from
international financial institutions and other development partners.
Both the concept and the methodology will be tested in the region
in the near future and the demand for assistance in setting up such
models is expected to rise dramatically.

Strategic Objective No. 4:
Strengthen tripartism and social dialogue
Increasing democratization and the influence of commercial glo-

balization have given rise to much more interest than hitherto in the
areas of social dialogue and both bipartite and tripartite mechanisms
for consultation and negotiation. During the period under review,
most attention was concentrated on collective bargaining processes
at various social and economic levels. Recently constituents have
been requesting more assistance on broader mechanisms and proce-
dures for social dialogue. Results have been mixed because the suc-
cess of such initiatives depends on a number of fundamental factors,
such as autonomous and strong organizations of employers and
workers, transparency, accuracy and accessibility of information, the
rule of law, etc., which are not always present but without which so-
cial dialogue can only be a sham. Transition processes take time and
effort but seldom succeed unless there is the political will on all sides
to carry them through. The Office should perhaps be more selective
about the contexts in which it offers technical assistance in this sec-
tor, favouring those where it is clear that there is a real will to
progress.

Precisely in order to support and build the type of autonomous
and strong workers’ and employers’ organizations – as well as to
strengthen the governments’ structures – programmes and projects in
support of this aim have continued to form an important component
of the ILO programme during the period under review. Many encour-
aging results have been seen, especially in the areas of joint consul-
tation and action by trade unions in a number of countries and in
strengthening the capacity of employers’ organizations to plan their
operations and orient them more towards the needs and priorities of
their members.



116

DECENT WORK IN ASIA

South-East Asia and the Pacific

Strategic Objective No. 1
The follow-up to the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles

and Rights at Work, giving fuller effect to the principles and rights
relating to freedom of association and collective bargaining, discrim-
ination and child labour, are all issues that merit attention in the su-
bregion. The technical assistance projects on the Declaration being
implemented in Indonesia are expected to provide much greater im-
petus to the activities in this sphere. While technical assistance – by
way of awareness raising, advocacy and training activities – has been
undertaken to develop the capacities of the social partners to pro-
mote the fundamental Conventions, recent changes at higher levels
of the civil service in some countries in the subregion make it imper-
ative to pursue these efforts. Technical assistance is also being pro-
vided to national authorities in the subregion for the formulation and/
or amendment of labour laws, taking into account the provisions of
ILO standards. Further advice and training on ILO standards and pro-
cedures is, however, clearly needed in some countries in the subre-
gion.

The activities undertaken in the subregion for the progressive
elimination of child labour include advocacy, the dissemination of in-
formation and the provision of technical assistance targeted at specif-
ic groups. The networks developed by the IPEC project in the
subregion are an important vehicle for achieving the desired objec-
tives. Greater attention is now being paid to strengthening the nation-
al system for collection and analysis of data on child labour. This
would also be useful in focusing the interventions more effectively.

Strategic Objective No. 2
Employment promotion and the promotion of decent work are

among the priority areas of ILO work in the subregion. The Philip-
pines has been selected for the Decent Work Pilot Programme
(DWPP). The social partners in the Philippines continue to be active-
ly involved in consultations in preparation for the launch of the pilot
programme.

The development of the informal sector is considered as one of
the means of reducing poverty in the countries in the subregion. The
ILO technical assistance provided in this area includes enhancing
trade union support for the informal sector, strengthening the capacity
of the network of homeworkers and providing training programmes
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for municipal officials aimed at developing a better appreciation of the
informal sector. Considerably more technical advisory input may be
required for this sector in the not too distant future.

Skills training is recognized as one of the key elements in pro-
moting employability. The planning and delivery of skills training
programmes for the informal sector are now being given greater at-
tention in the countries in the subregion. The related issues concern
skills training for women and enhancing the efficiency and effective-
ness of skills training for the information and communication tech-
nology (ICT) sector.

The community-based training approach developed by the ILO is
viewed as one of the more useful training methodologies for the pro-
motion of self-employment opportunities in poor rural and urban
communities in the subregion. The Philippines was one of the earliest
countries where this approach was pilot tested. Indonesia, Papua
New Guinea and Fiji were later supported in applying this method-
ology. No significant follow-up has, however, been undertaken due
to lack of donor interest in this activity.

Considerable work has been done in the subregion to promote
entrepreneurship through Start and Improve Your Business (SIYB)
training programmes. With a view to ensuring greater sustainability
of the outcome of these programmes, the focus has now shifted to
helping the national authorities to create a more conducive enabliz-
ing environment for the promotion of SMEs, for instance through the
review and updating of SME policy. The collaboration of the Asian
Development Bank and the World Bank has been secured for some
of the phases of these activities.

Youth unemployment and the training of seafarers are two issues
of serious concern to the countries in the subregion, including the
countries of the Pacific Islands. Given the common concerns relating
to these two issues in all the countries in the subregion, it may be
useful to explore the feasibility of providing technical assistance on
these issues by way of a subregional programme.

Strategic Objective No. 3
There is growing concern with work-related accidents and dis-

eases in the subregion. In this context, the ILO’s Work Improvements
in Small Enterprises (WISE) programme in the Philippines has proved
effective in disseminating relevant guidelines throughout the country.
The WISE approach has now become part of the labour inspection
system of the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE).



118

DECENT WORK IN ASIA

With support from EASMAT and headquarters, technical assist-
ance has been provided for the review of current forms of social pro-
tection in the Philippines and Indonesia. The Social Security System
(SSS)/ILO Disability Project implemented in the Philippines has been
instrumental in the development of a manual to replace the one cur-
rently in use in the SSS for the assessment of disability. While the new
manual has been accepted by the SSS Board, the extent of its imple-
mentation remains to be seen.

The welfare of migrant workers has received much attention in
both the Philippines and Indonesia. Technical assistance provided in
this sphere relates to developing more effective strategies to ensure
the welfare of migrant workers. It will, however, be necessary to seek
collaboration with the labour-receiving countries in the region to en-
sure sustained impact in this respect.

As elsewhere, there is growing recognition in the countries of the
subregion that the official figures may not be an accurate reflection
of the numbers affected by HIV/AIDS. In response to this concern,
the capacity of the Philippine workers’ organizations is being
strengthened to address the prevention of HIV/AIDS in the work-
place. The social partners in the other countries in the subregion
should also engage themselves in such activities.

Strategic Objective No. 4
ILO activities with the employers’ and workers’ organizations in

the subregion have focused on further strengthening their capacity to
address a number of issues including the impact of globalization, the
promotion of occupational safety and health, HIV/AIDS, enhanced
gender sensitivity, the elimination of child labour, the promotion of
harmonious industrial relations, and improved productivity. The na-
ture and scope of activities undertaken with the social partners in the
various countries in the subregion have depended, among other
things, on their respective absorptive capacity. This situation points
to the imperative of added technical support for those organizations
which are currently relatively less endowed. Some of the issues that
are priority concerns in the countries of the subregion in this context
include strengthening tripartism, social dialogue and the labour insti-
tutions that underpin them.

South Asia
The countries covered by the South Asia Multidisciplinary Advi-

sory Team (SAAT) in the South Asian region have a relatively high
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incidence of underemployment and poverty. The region is currently
undergoing a process of economic reform and the opening up of its
economies. As a consequence, a number of issues, both general and
sector-specific, have emerged which are of major concern to the ILO
and its social partners. Given their importance, these issues need to
be addressed and taken into account in both our current and future
activities with a view to helping the tripartite constituents to meet the
challenges inherent in economic reforms and structural adjustment
measures. A brief description of the major issues, MTD (multidiscipli-
nary advisory team) action and future challenges in each area under
the four strategic objectives is given below.

Strategic Objective No. 1
The Declaration now features prominently in all SAAT activities.

The ILO/SAAT brochure on ILO fundamental Conventions has been
updated and will include a special flyer on the Declaration. The rate
of ratification of fundamental Conventions in South Asia is high com-
pared to other countries in the Asia-Pacific region.

To the already relatively high number of ratifications of core ILO
Conventions have been added ratifications of Convention No. 100 by
Bangladesh, Convention No. 111 by Sri Lanka and Convention No.
122 by India. India is currently discussing the ratification of Conven-
tions Nos. 87 and 98 but this may require a special promotional effort.
The Islamic Republic of Iran has not ratified Conventions Nos. 87 and
98 either, but the emergence of tripartite consultative machinery at
the national level and democratic developments in general make rat-
ification prospects encouraging. Despite IPEC (International Pro-
gramme on the Elimination of Child Labour) assistance throughout
South Asia, Nepal and Sri Lanka remain the only countries in the re-
gion to have ratified Convention No. 138 so far. The promotion of
Convention No. 182 and Recommendation No. 190, and better coor-
dination between IPEC and promotional efforts, may go some way to
redressing the anomaly.

Despite its above-average rate of ratification, there are serious
constraints in the region on the application of the fundamental Con-
ventions particularly in the area of freedom of association. This is par-
ticularly true of the export processing zones where restrictions on
union activity are promoted or tolerated. The bonded labour system
continues in some countries in spite of the fact that forced labour is
constitutionally prohibited and bonded labour outlawed. The reasons
for the limited application of Conventions can be traced to a lack of
general awareness of standards, the existence of a large unorganized
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sector, the gradual erosion of tripartite consultation, and a rule of law
plagued by legislative inertia, inadequate enforcement machinery
and an ineffective judicial infrastructure.

In order to deal with these constraints, SAAT is taking a number
of practical measures which include organizing a series of awareness-
raising seminars on the Declaration in South Asian countries. Training
courses have also been held for government officials and civil society
organizations in Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Publicity materials, such as
ILO/SAAT’s, “The fundamental human rights Conventions of the ILO
– A series of slides on the highlights of the Declaration” – and a reg-
ularly updated backgrounder entitled The International Labour Or-
ganization and international labour standards, have proven to be
effective in raising awareness. Technical assistance has also been
provided to countries to rationalize and simplify their labour laws.

Assistance to help governments discharge constitutional and re-
porting obligations has been provided in the form of technical advi-
sory services to Bangladesh and Nepal, and in the form of training
courses and fellowships to Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.

Child labour also remains a formidable challenge in many South
Asian countries despite significant efforts to enforce relevant legisla-
tion. The elimination of the most intolerable aspects of child labour,
namely bondage and child slavery, dangerous and hazardous work,
and the exploitation of very young children, must therefore be a pri-
ority in South Asian countries. The ILO has been providing technical
assistance to member States through IPEC. The rehabilitation of chil-
dren from hazardous workplaces has been a key strategy that IPEC
has been pursuing with the support and cooperation of governmen-
tal and non-governmental organizations, trade unions, employers’ or-
ganizations, United Nations agencies and bilateral donors. It has also
been addressing issues such as institution building, the training of en-
forcement officers, the sensitization of parents of child workers and
awareness raising among the social partners and civil society groups.
Strengthening this programme and developing additional national in-
itiatives will create conditions for the gradual elimination of child
labour. The challenge for the countries is to provide free and com-
pulsory primary education and to change attitudes which encourage
the social and political acceptance of child labour. In this context, the
role of the judiciary, particularly the Supreme Court of India, has
been instrumental in transforming such attitudes through its land-
mark judgements on the issue. It is imperative to carry forward this
process with active cooperation between the judiciary, the social
partners and civil society groups.
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Strategic Objective No. 2
Declining or slow growth in formal sector employment in many

South Asian countries has led to increased pressure to generate em-
ployment opportunities in the informal sector. The work of the ILO
in this area has focused on building the capacity of employers’ organ-
izations in the areas of management and small enterprise develop-
ment; meeting the challenges of globalization, competition and
productivity; the development of women entrepreneurs; and training
and support regarding self-employment for redundant workers dur-
ing the processes of privatization and economic restructuring.

The ILO’s national employment strategies, as prepared for Nepal
and Pakistan, have proved useful in encouraging these countries to
put emphasis on employment in their planning activities. However,
such strategies are largely dependent on well-functioning labour mar-
ket institutions and information systems. India has recognized the
need to strengthen such institutions, particularly in view of its bid to
undertake labour policy reforms in tandem with its second genera-
tion of economic reforms. Besides providing policy advice in India
for such labour policy reforms, SAAT has developed technical coop-
eration projects in order to strengthen the national capacity to formu-
late labour market policies, conduct labour market analysis and
develop labour market information systems.

In the field of labour market policies, the ILO has given direct ad-
vice in South Asia on wage policies, the labour market implications
of privatization and industrial restructuring, the problems of labour
redundancy, and methods of reconciling the need for adequate
labour protection with labour market flexibility. A report on econom-
ic reforms and labour policies in India, discussed at a national tripar-
tite workshop, attracted considerable attention from policy-makers
and other social partners. The recommendations concerning active
employment exchanges catering to the needs of both the organized
and unorganized sectors were included in the Approach Paper to
India’s Ninth Five-Year Plan.

The countries in the region have placed a great deal of emphasis
on job creation through the promotion of self-employment and the
improvement of small enterprises. The ILO has provided assistance
on strengthening local capacities to use its highly popular SIYB (Start
and Improve Your Business) training packages for entrepreneurship
development, for example, in Sri Lanka and Nepal, and has been cur-
rently carrying out a nationwide exercise in Pakistan to review and
assess the impact of policy and regulatory environment on the crea-
tion of decent jobs. In the absence of a conducive policy and appro-
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priate regulatory environment to stimulate the growth of modern
small enterprises, the promotion of self-employment may only result
in the further expansion of the informal sector.

Developing the skills of the workforce, particularly the youth
element, with a view to self-employment, has been a challenge for the
ILO. The need to reform the national institutions to respond to the re-
quirements of the workforce and of small enterprises has been
recognized. However, the obsolescence of centralized training insti-
tutions points to the need for new approaches and, in particular, to de-
centralized, enterprise-responsive training programmes. The technical
assistance programmes for youth self-employment in Sri Lanka and
Nepal combine skills development and entrepreneurship develop-
ment packages (such as SIYB and KAB (Know about Business)). The
potential role of industry has not yet been fully explored. ILO initia-
tives to reform the national training system and establish a youth hu-
man resource exchange in Sri Lanka are expected to provide a model
for promoting youth employment in other countries in the region.

A major issue arising out of globalization and structural adjust-
ment programmes has to do with the social consequences of public
enterprise privatization, which is gaining momentum in South Asia.
The ILO has been investigating the social effects of the privatization
process in order to address the issues of labour redundancies, retrain-
ing, redeployment and social protection. Social dialogue on these
issues is being promoted. In India, the Government has set up the
National Renewal Fund to meet the needs in terms of compensation,
retraining, rehabilitation and redeployment of workers made redun-
dant by public enterprises. The ILO has helped arrange a national-
level discussion on how best to utilize the Fund for such purposes.

Given these problems, ILO advisory services will have to focus
on three basic areas: macroeconomic policies to increase the employ-
ment intensity of growth, labour market reforms to increase flexibility
without jeopardizing labour protection and policies to improve pro-
ductivity and incomes in the informal sector. Technical assistance
would need to focus on eliminating child labour and gender-based
discrimination, restructuring labour regulation in the organized sec-
tor, designing and implementing safety nets for retrenched workers,
restructuring labour market institutions (relating to training, social se-
curity and job search) and developing an adequate information base
to monitor employment and labour market developments.

The major challenge facing the MDT would be to help design
labour market institutions and regulations which can best satisfy the
twin imperatives of higher employment growth and competitiveness
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on the one hand, and employment security and an adequate level of
social protection on the other.

Strategic Objective No. 3
The crucial need in the field of social and labour protection in the

countries of South Asia is to develop a sound national policy which
fully reflects present-day needs.

As regards social security, the formal schemes based on the tra-
ditional pension scheme and provident fund models in India, Nepal,
Pakistan and Sri Lanka need to be maintained and strengthened in
the light of global trends towards pension reform, and the ILO/SAAT
has advised the governments in this regard. However, the proposals
which seem likely to offer the most immediate prospects for extend-
ing coverage to greater numbers of unorganized sector workers in-
clude the relatively straightforward schemes usually described as
welfare funds. Such schemes are suited to public sponsorship, espe-
cially at the regional or local government level, as seen in the array
of such schemes developed in India’s State of Kerala. These schemes
are nevertheless subject to fairly complex financial dynamics, and the
ILO has been working with the state government to review the poli-
cies which will be needed if the schemes are to continue to operate
effectively. However, other complementary efforts are needed, not
least the many and varied initiatives to be found at the grass-roots
level, many of which fit the developing concept of micro-insurance.
This has developed most strongly, but by no means only, in the field
of insured access to health services.

The activities of SAAT in the occupational safety and health
(OSH) field have focused on building up the capacities of the ILO
member States in South Asia to prevent occupational injuries and
diseases successfully. Due to political commitment elicited by SAAT,
intensified action in occupational safety and health has been promot-
ed in the region. This is reflected in the ongoing process of the revi-
sion of OSH legislation in India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka and in the
activities aimed at establishing national tripartite bodies to address
OSH issues in Bangladesh and Pakistan, and a National Institute of
Occupational Safety and Health in Sri Lanka. Policy advice and tech-
nical guidance have been provided to the ILO constituents to en-
hance their capacities to design and implement protective policies
and preventive programmes. A solid basis has been laid down for
long-term cooperation with national authorities through the provi-
sion of technical advisory services and direct support for institutional
development. Technical assistance was provided to the Government
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of Nepal through the implementation of technical cooperation activ-
ities to strengthen the National Centre for Occupational Safety and
Health in the Ministry of Labour.

Direct technical assistance and guidance for priority action in
mining safety was provided to India and Pakistan. The training of oc-
cupational physicians in the use of the ILO International Classifica-
tion of Radiographs of Pneumoconiosis for early detection of
pneumoconiosis and recommendations for establishing efficient sys-
tems of workers’ health surveillance resulted in improved protection
of workers’ health in Indian mines.

The guiding principle behind the overall approach is essentially
educational, prompted by the need to develop a workplace culture
of safety awareness. An industry which has developed rapidly in the
region, and which illustrates the issues in a particularly graphic man-
ner, is that of ship-breaking, and a specific programme is currently
being implemented which will focus on this industry in Bangladesh,
India and Pakistan.

While there have been significant achievements in the areas of oc-
cupational safety and health and social protection, a number of issues
remain unresolved which will require greater attention in future pro-
grammes. In the light of the downsizing which has been, and will con-
tinue to be, a common result of the growing momentum towards the
privatization of public sector enterprises, the question being increas-
ingly asked is what role the social security and related institutions can
play in relieving the distress of the workers affected. In the first place,
it is important to build and – where necessary – develop those labour
market institutions, including active employment exchanges, labour
market information systems and training institutions, which are need-
ed to support retrenched workers in reskilling and searching for new
jobs. In addition, appropriate safety nets need to be established which
would provide retrenched workers with at least a minimal income
bridge and reasonable time to look for new work.

More broadly, there is an urgent need for a large-scale extension
of social protection, beyond the small fraction – less than 10 per cent
– of the labour force, almost entirely in the organized sector, who
currently enjoy any sort of coverage. To begin with, national federal
governments should strengthen the national institutions, and, hope-
fully, public confidence in them. They should also encourage, and
where possible assist, the provincial governments to strengthen local-
ly based institutions. The involvement of civil society groups is essen-
tial in order to reach out to far-flung workers in the informal sector
and in rural areas.
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The special ILO Programme on HIV/AIDS and the World of Work
has moved quickly to develop proposals for work in several coun-
tries, including an extensive project to be carried out in India over a
number of years. An early product of the global programme is a code
of practice for the workplace, which provides a first step for ILO con-
stituents to collaborate in a joint effort to mitigate the impact of this
infection which – while it has not yet developed to the same scale as
in some other parts of the world – has the potential to be devastating
and demands a concerted effort in which the ILO intends to partici-
pate fully.

Strategic Objective No. 4
The promotion of social dialogue has gained considerable

ground in South Asia. It is now widely recognized that social dia-
logue and sound industrial relations can contribute to increased em-
ployment opportunities by improving the efficiency and
competitiveness of the member States. They also enable employers
and workers to achieve an optimal balance between the efficiency of
the enterprise and adequate social protection for workers, enabling
them to share the benefits of growth.

In India, the promotion of social dialogue has led to the estab-
lishment of enterprise-level bipartite bodies in industrial cities like
Bangalore and Delhi. In the Indian Punjab, a recent social dialogue
seminar resulted in the establishment of people’s labour courts. The
authorities were able to solve more than 2,300 cases in a single day
which had been pending before the labour courts for years. In Paki-
stan, trade unions and employers’ representatives have been appoint-
ed to local councils, further strengthening tripartism. Another
important development has been the establishment of bipartite coun-
cils in major cities by which all matters of concern to workers and
employers are discussed and resolved in a spirit of cooperation.

In order to equip trade unions with better negotiating skills and ef-
fective bargaining capacity at the enterprise level and also to build up
employee-employer relationships by settling disputes amicably, bi-
partite workshops continue to be organized in the South Asian region.
The principal form of assistance provided to employers’ organiza-
tions, continues to involve encouraging and helping them to develop
long-term strategic plans so that their efforts to assist members have
some strategic direction and their own capacities are developed.
Technical assistance also continues to be provided for better human
resource management, productivity improvement and more harmo-
nious industrial relations based on labour-management cooperation.
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The ILO has been active, not only in providing technical advice
for the prevention and speedy settlement of labour disputes, but also
in undertaking training programmes to strengthen labour inspection
and conciliation skills, and improve the operation of industrial courts.

But despite significant efforts and achievements, serious prob-
lems in the industrial relations sphere persist in the countries of South
Asia, including a lack of protection for contract and home-based
workers, the non-application of labour laws in export processing
zones, and the exclusion of public servants from freedom of associ-
ation and collective bargaining. One major problem is that economic
liberalization policies, privatization and public-sector reforms in
South Asian countries have often lacked effective social dialogue,
particularly at the national level, which is necessary to ensure their
successful implementation. Moreover, social dialogue depends on
the strength and effectiveness of tripartite institutions and on the abil-
ity of the social partners to analyse complex labour market develop-
ments and economic restructuring policies. Tripartite institutions do
exist in South Asian countries, but they are weak. Industrial relations
systems are still deeply rooted in dispute settlement; they are not sup-
portive of institutions geared to labour-management cooperation at
the enterprise, sectoral or national levels. The labour inspection sys-
tem does not operate properly. There is a fragmentation and multi-
plicity of trade unions and a low unionization rate. The trade union
movement and collective bargaining are becoming increasingly weak
due to growing labour casualization. Employers’ and workers’ organ-
izations generally only cover the organized sector, which involves
less than 10 per cent of the total labour force. The influence of labour
ministries on major economic decisions that impact on economic and
social conditions is usually limited. There is thus a major challenge to
strengthen the capacity of ILO constituents to contribute effectively
to economic and social policy-making.

To meet some of these challenges, labour laws and industrial re-
lations systems need urgent reforms based on modern concepts and
practices. In India, the Government has set up the Second National
Commission on Labour. The Commission is expected to review the
relevance of existing labour laws and make appropriate recommen-
dations on flexibility and workers’ social protection.

An important challenge for trade unions is to organize “unorgan-
ized” workers (contract, casual and rural workers) and bring them
under the umbrella of the trade union movement, so that they can
also enjoy social security benefits, the right to organize and decent
wages. Women, who form a substantial portion of such workers, are
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often deprived of maternity benefits and protection. If these issues
are not addressed properly, there could be an increase in child la-
bour.

Challenges facing women workers in South Asia

The challenges facing women at work in South Asia today are
closely related to the marked shift from an organized and protected
economy towards an insecure, flexible and highly discriminatory la-
bour market in which women remain deprived of adequate social
protection and labour laws. Ensuring an optimum level of social pro-
tection and protection from various forms of work-related discrimi-
nation is a high priority for women workers in the unorganized
sector. Furthermore, a growth-oriented competitive market demands
skilled, diversified, creative and market-responsive women workers.
Enhanced self-employment skills, entrepreneurship and knowledge
of new technologies are also recognized imperatives. Increasing
women’s participation and representation in decision-making
through social dialogue, particularly in labour administration, em-
ployers’ organizations and trade unions is another challenge that
needs to be addressed. All these efforts could be further promoted if
the institutional mechanisms to implement and enforce gender-sensi-
tive policies, programmes and legislation could be adequately
strengthened in a sustainable manner.

A review of activities in the Arab States

Strategic Objective No. 1
The InFocus Programme on Promoting the Declaration aims to

increase understanding of and support for the ratification and appli-
cation of Conventions. Particular emphasis is placed on issues such
as freedom of association, collective bargaining and the elimination
of forced labour through training activities and technical advisory
services.

Promotion of application of core Conventions

A series of training activities and technical advice culminated in
the organization of a tripartite regional seminar on the ratification and
application of core Conventions. The seminar was designed to exam-
ine the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at
Work and mechanisms for its follow-up.
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Other activities included a tripartite national seminar on interna-
tional labour standards in the Syrian Arab Republic; a national semi-
nar in Lebanon for labour inspectors on labour inspection and
international labour standards; and the provision of technical contri-
bution to the regional seminar on international labour standards and
Arab labour standards.

Child labour

Child labour activities focused on raising awareness, policy on
the elimination of child labour with special emphasis on its worst
forms, and on the implementation of specific action programmes de-
signed to eliminate child labour.

The Office’s efforts to promote the ratification of the fundamental
Conventions focused on the elimination of child labour, through the
Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138), and the Worst Forms of
Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182). During the period under
review, Jordan, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen ratified
Convention No. 138, while Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar and Yemen ratified
Convention No. 182.

Within the framework of the Memorandum of Understanding, na-
tional programmes on the elimination of child labour were formulat-
ed in Yemen, Jordan and Lebanon.

Women workers

Within the framework of the ILO’s contribution to the twenty-
third special session of the General Assembly of the United Nations
– Beijing +5 – the Regional Office for Arab States undertook two com-
plementary activities aimed at mainstreaming the issue of gender and
equality at work for women. The first activity was to conduct a re-
gional study that reviewed the progress made in the implementation
of the Beijing Platform for Action in the region in the area of gender
equality at work. The second activity was the organization of a spe-
cial panel on gender equality at work, during the ILO’s Regional Tri-
partite Consultation on Employment which was a follow-up to the
World Summit for Social Development.

Yemen’s current economic reform programme has unfortunately
implied decreasing job opportunities and social protection for wom-
en. In this context, the Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training is
attempting to augment its role in both promoting female employment
and protecting women workers and has established a specific direc-
torate for working women. An ILO mission to Yemen helped draft
the general functions and organizational structure of the directorate.
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The occupied Palestinian territories

The Director-General’s Report on the situation of workers in the
occupied Arab territories1 confirmed that Palestinian workers regular-
ly face obstacles relating to security and to equality of opportunity
and treatment, including restricted access to employment in the oc-
cupied territories in Israel and the settlements, a lack of clarity in the
applicable minimum wage legislation, the frequent non-payment of
wages and the need to use intermediaries to obtain work permits.

Strategic Objective No. 2
In supporting national development efforts in the region, partic-

ular attention was given to employment promotion and growth, hu-
man resource development and the response to globalization, with a
view to promoting decent work for all.  Globalization and rapidly
changing production systems create both new opportunities and
problems for employment. Businesses in the Arab region have to re-
spond to rapidly expanding new technology, new competitors and
erratic financial flows. This is often to the detriment of employment,
especially in large enterprises, as work is reorganized to achieve pro-
ductivity goals or capital-intensive systems are introduced.

Regional Tripartite Consultation on Employment: 
Follow-up to the Social Summit

Within the framework of the follow-up to the World Summit for
Social Development, and in order to enhance the capacity of constit-
uents to contribute to long-term sustainable growth in the region, the
Regional Office for Arab States organized a Regional Tripartite Con-
sultation on Employment. The consultation brought together, for the
first time, representatives from governments, employers’ and work-
ers’ organizations of Arab countries in West Asia, resource persons
working on employment issues in the region, and representatives of
international and regional organizations.

Multidisciplinary mission to the West Bank and Gaza

Since October 2000, the Palestinian territories have witnessed the
most severe crisis since the signing of the Declaration of Principles
on Interim Self-Government Arrangements in September 1993. In re-
sponse to the emerging crisis, a mission was fielded to the West Bank
and Gaza in March 2001 with a view to assessing priority needs in

1 ILO: Report of the Director-General: Appendix, International Labour Confer-
ence, 88th Session, Geneva, 2000.
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the current situation and exploring prospects for funding project pro-
posals. A programme addressing the pressing needs for employment
promotion and income generation is being launched.

In February 2000, the ILO fielded a multidisciplinary mission to
the West Bank and Gaza to enhance, upgrade and expand the ILO
technical cooperation programme with the Palestinian Authority and
the social partners. Under the overarching objective of creating more
employment opportunities for men and women and of establishing a
conducive socio-economic environment for decent work, the mission
aimed to develop a coherent and cohesive programme of ILO activ-
ities in consultation with the Organization’s tripartite partners to as-
certain their views and to identify areas of action.

Multidisciplinary mission to Iraq

In May 2000, a multidisciplinary mission was sent to Iraq to re-
view short-term needs and actions required in priority areas and to
develop a long-term programme of work through the formulation of
new technical projects. Ten project proposals relating to vocational
rehabilitation, vocational training, occupational safety and health, la-
bour administration, child labour and women workers were formu-
lated.

Post-conflict employment promotion and socio-economic
integration in south Lebanon

Following the withdrawal of the Israeli forces from south Leba-
non, the ILO fielded a multidisciplinary mission on employment and
social rehabilitation in July 2000 to assess the situation on the ground
with a view to developing a coherent programme of ILO response to
the identified needs and relevant development challenges. The pri-
mary objectives of the mission were to promote job opportunities by
maximizing the socio-economic potential of the south and its integra-
tion with the rest of Lebanon and to enhance the rehabilitation and
socio-economic integration of the various vulnerable crisis-affected
groups. The mission produced projects in the fields of employment
promotion and labour market monitoring, micro- and small enter-
prise development, vocational training, occupational safety and
health, women workers, child labour, labour administration, and em-
ployers’ and workers’ organizations.

Strategic Objective No. 3
The programme corresponding to this objective was mainly de-

signed to develop capacity building to promote the adoption of new
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international labour standards relating to working and employment
conditions and the implementation of appropriate policies and pro-
grammes to develop occupational safety and health services and pre-
vent occupational hazards. Efforts were intensified to develop
measures aimed at protecting agricultural workers from hazards as-
sociated with agriculture. It also addressed the need to improve the
working and employment conditions of vulnerable groups.

In view of the limited, and sometimes non-existent, social secu-
rity coverage in the region, the activities were designed to help coun-
tries implement social security reforms and strengthen social safety
nets for unprotected workers. The programme also covered women
workers and their social security rights.

Occupational safety and health

Within the framework of the interregional programme on manag-
ing safety in particularly hazardous occupations, work continued on
the implementation of a national project on occupational safety and
health in agriculture in collaboration with the General Organization
for the Exploitation and Development of the Euphrates Basin in the
Syrian Arab Republic. The aim of the project is to protect the lives of
25,000 workers and their families from the hazards associated with
agriculture, including exposure to pesticides and chemicals, acci-
dents and injuries, biological hazards, and exposure to noise and
heat.

Within the framework of the interregional programme to support
the design and implementation of tripartite national occupational
safety and health policies and measures, a national seminar on safety
in the use of chemicals at work was held in Amman. The objective
of this seminar was to enable the social partners concerned with oc-
cupational safety and health to exchange experiences and technical
views and to strengthen the capacities of occupational safety and
health personnel in the chemical sector and improve their perform-
ance.

Social security

With a view to assisting the countries in the region in developing
a strategic approach to the development of national social security
systems, the ILO organized an interregional tripartite seminar on so-
cial protection strategies for the Arab countries. The objectives of the
seminar were to enhance the capacity of governments to deal with
pension and social security reform and to identify technical assistance
and training needs in the region. As an outcome of the seminar and,
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in response to the needs of the countries, a draft regional project doc-
ument on the development of social security systems was formulated
to establish a technical assistance programme to enhance the mana-
gerial capacities of social security institutions in the region.

Strategic Objective No. 4
Under the rapidly changing economic and social conditions in

the region, the social partners have been endeavouring to redefine
and consolidate their roles in national development efforts. In this
context, ILO activities under this strategic objective focused on
strengthening the social partners’ capacities, in terms of their institu-
tional framework and expertise, on various issues of critical impor-
tance in the respective countries. These are mainly related to
fundamental principles and rights at work, globalization and new
technologies, employment promotion, poverty alleviation and social
protection. The ILO also provided opportunities for tripartite consul-
tations on specific technical subjects, as reviewed above, and pro-
moted sustained social dialogue by establishing the appropriate
mechanisms and institutions.

Promotion of tripartism and social dialogue

The ILO Regional Office for Arab States, in collaboration with the
InFocus Programme on Social Dialogue, organized the interregional
meeting for Arab countries on the promotion of tripartism and social
dialogue in Beirut. The seminar was designed to assess the status of
social dialogue in view of the current social and economic changes
taking place in Arab countries and to identify development prospects.
Additionally, the labour law audit carried out in selected countries,
e.g. in the United Arab Emirates, with the assistance of the ILO’s pro-
gramme on Government Labour Law and Administration (GLLAD),
has helped to identify areas requiring further technical assistance.

Assisting workers’ organizations

Addressing a wide range of issues, advisory services and training
were provided to strengthen the capacities of workers’ organizations
in the region. National seminars and workshops were organized on
trade union rights, labour dispute settlement, globalization and its im-
pact on workers, and wage policy.

In Lebanon, a project was designed to strengthen the technical
capacities of the General Confederation of Lebanese Workers
(GCLW) to further improve its effectiveness in social dialogue. Three
seminars were organized within the framework of the project: trade
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union involvement in social, legislative and economic development;
women’s issues at work in precarious situations; improvement of ad-
ministration, function and structure of trade unions. These seminars
were particularly geared to young trade unionists as training for their
future leadership roles.

Assisting employers’ organizations

Technical advisory missions were carried out to Bahrain, Jordan,
Qatar, Syrian Arab Republic, United Arab Emirates, Yemen, and the
West Bank and Gaza to help employers’ organizations identify their
needs and to provide advice to enhance existing services or establish
new ones.

Seminars and workshops were organized in Bahrain, Oman, Syr-
ian Arab Republic, United Arab Emirates, Jordan and Qatar to devel-
op managerial and entrepreneurial capacity, especially for women,
and to identify employers’ strategies and policies to accommodate
emerging needs.

The way forward
This overview points to some general conclusions.

First, all countries are facing similar problems in responding to
the challenges of the emerging global economy, while coping with
specific problems of development, institutional change and structural
adjustment. Everywhere, existing institutional structures, including
the State, are under challenge to ensure and promote fundamental
rights at work, driven by demographic change and instant communi-
cations. Economic growth has been shown to be a necessary – but
not a sufficient – condition for employment. Persistent problems of
poverty, unemployment and exclusion, go hand in hand with greater
opportunities and expanding aspirations. In this situation – as was re-
flected at the last International Labour Conference – there is increas-
ing evidence of a common desire of people everywhere for decent
work, that is work which respects their individuality and dignity; pro-
vides them with sustenance; ensures provision for the uncertainties
of employment, health and old age; and which gives their lives per-
sonal and social identity.

Second, these common problems manifest themselves in a diver-
sity of situations and through a variety of needs, which reflect the de-
velopmental, institutional and cultural specificities of different
countries. For example, the above review shows the growth of non-
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standard forms of employment everywhere, which takes the form of
non-standard wage employment in the more developed economies,
and the expansion of the informal sector in others. In some parts of
the region, migration plays an important role in labour market out-
comes and the development process as a whole.

Third, experience in implementing ILO programmes in the region
has demonstrated the necessity of finding integrated responses to the
challenge of decent work. Without rights at work, there can be no so-
cial dialogue. Without social dialogue, there cannot be sustainable
employment or development. Without social protection and rights at
work, employment can degenerate into exploitation. Furthermore,
development goals and gender policies must underpin the decent
work agenda. Employment and development are essential to improve
the quality of people’s lives. There can be no decent work without
work itself. Neither can there be decent work without equality of
rights and opportunities for women and men. Without gender poli-
cies, there can be no stable societies nor contented families.

Finally, the ILO must plan its future activities keeping these les-
sons in mind. It must promote universal values without prescribing
universal solutions. Each country, regardless of the level of develop-
ment, can define decent work within the context of its own realities
and aspirations, while respecting the basic fundamental principles.
Implementing decent work programmes is a dynamic process in
which universal values can be tested and realized in the context of
national realities. It is necessary for the Office and the tripartite con-
stituents to have an open and systematic dialogue at the national lev-
el to put these integrated approaches in place. This Thirteenth Asian
Regional Meeting provides an opportunity to take practical action to
make decent work a living reality for the majority of the population
of the world.


