
UNITED NATIONS
AT 75
The enduring strength ofThe enduring strength of
multilateralismmultilateralism

2020



Multilateralism came into being with the Versailles Peace Treaty in 1919 after the horrors of the First
World War. Lasting peace would be ensured by social justice. Disputes would be resolved at
permanent forums between equal nations. Each member nation would have a voice in shaping the
common future.

The League of Nations and the International Labour Organization (ILO) were set up. In the
ILO, employers’ and workers’ organizations became equal partners.

Multilateralism was temporarily battered down by nationalism and the hunger for absolute power,
but it returned with force. In the middle of the Second World War, the Allied nations made a joint call
for the United Nations (UN) in January 1942. They signalled that relief and post-war reconstruction
were to be accompanied by a lasting common engagement.

The League of Nations faded away, but the ILO survived due to its tripartite structure and its
International Labour Standards system. It had not remained neutral in the battle for freedom: at a
tripartite Conference in 1941, the ILO governments, employers and workers rallied behind the
Atlantic Charter, which anticipated the UN. In 1946, the ILO was the first agency to sign a
cooperation agreement with the UN.

In addition to security, disarmament and economic policies the League of Nations had set into
motion work in many vital areas: refugees, migrants, health, food and agriculture, transport and
communications, and intellectual work. This work was carried forward by new entities such as
UNHCR, WHO, FAO and UNESCO.  An International Court of Justice was maintained in the UN family
of numerous programmes, funds and specialized agencies, which shaped the increasingly
interdependent world.

The Birth of MultilateralismThe Birth of Multilateralism

PAGE 1

Edward Phelan, 4th ILO Director General, with Trygve Halvdan Lie (United Nations Secretary-General) signing an agreement with the
United Nations, 1946 ©ILO.



Forced labour had been assigned to the ILO already when the League of Nations took action against
slavery. The ILO had since 1919 adopted standards on minimum age to employment in order to curb
child labour.

A principle which made its way from the ILO’s Constitution to the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights was equal remuneration for work of equal value between women and men.

Another common point between the Universal Declaration and the ILO’s standards was the right to
free choice of employment under just and favourable conditions and protection against
unemployment. The Declaration also affirmed the rights to education, social security and an adequate
standard of living.  

The Universal Declaration of Human RightsThe Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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Eleanor Roosevelt, New York. November 1949.
©FDR Presidential Library & Museum.

The UN Charter extended equality from the rights of
states to all human beings without distinction to race,
sex, language or religion. The rights base of
multilateralism was set out by the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights in 1948. It is the foundation of
international human rights law and the moral guide for
the UN and the peoples of the world.

The rights had been reaffirmed by the ILO in the
Declaration of Philadelphia in 1944. They were pursued
by Conventions on freedom of association, the right to
collective bargaining, the abolition of forced labour, and
the elimination of discrimination in employment and
occupation.

Mega-trends of 1945 - 2020Mega-trends of 1945 - 2020
When the UN was set up, a third of the world population lived in dependent territories. Soon
afterwards independent nations replaced empires. The General Assembly of the UN proclaimed the
right of independence of all colonial countries and peoples in 1960 and the right to permanent
sovereignty over national resources in 1962.

The most powerful members of the multilateral system succeeded in managing the conflicts which
strained their relations. However, the UN family was increasingly faced with the development needs
of a growing number of independent countries. With its experience the ILO became from the outset
an active participant in the vast technical cooperation effort of the UN.

The threat of atomic war was an overriding concern after the Second World War. Large-scale war
has mutated into regional and internal violence, which has caused loss of livelihoods and
employment and massive displacements of people. The UN system is permanently called upon to
intervene and provide relief.
 
Technological change introduced the world to globalization. Decisions on production and trade
could be taken in real time, independently of location or national borders. The division of the world
into blocs ended after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The market economy became the universal norm.
  
Financial turbulences which have shaken global markets have made even capital and labour agree
that sustainable enterprises and employment should be defended together. Not only the majority of
workers but also micro- and small enterprises are in the informal economy, a term coined by the
ILO in the 1960s.

Prosperity has spread in all parts of the world, but the outcomes have been increasingly uneven.
When assessing the greatest threats of the 21st Century, the UN came up in 2004 with a list topped
by poverty and environmental degradation.  



A direct line runs from the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights to the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) adopted by the UN in 2015.

The SDGs place people in the centre of
development, and, likewise, the ILO’s Centenary
Declaration for the Future of Work calls for a
human-centred approach. The first urgent SDG is
the reduction of extreme poverty.

Ground Rules of GlobalizationGround Rules of Globalization
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Panel on Employment and Social Justice in a Globalizing Economy. International Labour Conference, 2011.
©ILO.

In 1995, the UN Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen focused on poverty,
employment and social cohesion. It singled out the ILO’s Conventions on freedom of
association and the right to collective bargaining, the abolition of forced labour, the
elimination of child labour and non-discrimination in employment and occupation. In 1998
the ILO’s Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work reaffirmed that all
countries should strive to realize these rights.

These principles have established a minimum floor for the global economy.  They have been
accepted as rules for international investment and trade. They also figure in most
instruments which aim at increasing corporate social responsibility. 

Paths Traveled TogetherPaths Traveled Together
to SDGsto SDGs

The underlying principle of the SDGs is leaving no-one behind. Many efforts had foundered
on the belief that development will flow from the examples of prosperous countries.
Programmes of industrialization and job creation have brought successes, but the gap
between those better off and those left behind has kept growing.

Development does not trickle down. It needs a floor which has to be continuously raised.
Making sure that the most vulnerable are not left behind also serves the more fortunate
groups best.

Mr Guy Ryder, ILO Director-General.
Photo : Marcel Crozet ©ILO.



The UN and the ILO have developed unique
instruments of human rights law against child labour.
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child from
1989 has been ratified by all but one country. The
ILO reached in July 2020 the unprecedented
milestone of universal ratification of the Worst Form
of Child Labour Convention No. 182.
 
The ILO, UNICEF, the World Bank and other parts of
the multilateral system have been engaged in
extensive technical cooperation to realize the aims
of these instruments.

Decent WorkDecent Work
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SDG 8 aims at inclusive and sustainable economic growth and full and productive employment.
It incorporates the ILO’s Decent Work agenda of employment, social protection, rights at work
and social dialogue. When sustainable jobs with dignity and rights are available, the legitimacy
of the global economy is strengthened.

Job generation is the high road to poverty reduction. The best way to realize the aspirations of
people for a better quality of life and the creation and more just distribution of wealth is to
provide decent work. The ILO has a special responsibility for this goal.

Izmir, Turkey, 2020. Photo: Kivanc Ozvardar ©ILO.

Report from Myanmar, 2013. 
Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.

Child LabourChild Labour

According to 2017 estimates there are 152 million child labourers, which is down from over 250
million two decades ago. Attitudes have also changed: today no one uses economic or cultural
arguments to defend child labour.

The ILO animates a global multi-stakeholder alliance for realizing target 8.7 to end forced labour,
modern slavery and human trafficking and eradicate all forms of child labour.

However, child labour needs more efforts. UNICEF and the ILO have continued to underline the
strong correlation between poverty and child labour and the danger that interruptions of
education can become permanent.

Zambia, 2015. Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.



Youth EmploymentYouth Employment
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In 2018, the UN Strategy on Youth was launched, to increase impact and expand global, regional
and country-level action to address the needs, build the agency and advance the rights of young
people. The strategy also aims to ensure young people’s engagement and participation in the
implementation, review and follow-up of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Tuléar. Madagascar, 2017. Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.

SDG 8 call for the achievement of full and
productive employment and decent work for young
people and a reduction in the proportion of youth
not in employment, education or training (NEET).

Yet, 68 million young people remain unemployed
globally, and youth three times as likely as adults to
be unemployed. One fifth of youth globally have
NEET status, preventing the full realization of their
potential. COVID-19 has also disproportionately
impacted youth, with one in six having to stop work.

In 2015, the UN system-wide effort to mobilize UN
entities and global actors to create more and better
jobs for youth, the Global Initiative on Decent Jobs
for Youth was launched, under the leadership of the
ILO. The alliance of multi-stakeholders works to
scale up impact to create sustainable, positive
change for young people everywhere.

Gender EqualityGender Equality
There has been a shift from a protective
approach to women towards equal opportunity,
employability and entrepreneurship. This trend
gained in force with the first UN Women’s Summit
in 1975 in Mexico City, for which the ILO’s
Conference adopted a Declaration on Equality of
Opportunity and Treatment for Women Workers.
Summits in Nairobi, Copenhagen and Beijing and
regular follow-up meetings have stressed gender
mainstreaming together with specific
interventions. The ILO’s two-pronged approach
for promoting equality in general and affirmative
action when women – in all their intersecting
diversity – are disadvantaged has been adopted
by most of the UN family.

Women lack access to essential rights, such as maternity protection and equal pay for work of
equal value. They are often in occupations which are most vulnerable and have significant
decent work deficits, such as domestic workers. In 2011 the ILO adopted Convention No. 189 for
improving the rights and conditions of domestic workers. The ILO Centenary Declaration for the
Future of Work (2019) also calls for the promotion of investment in the care economy,
acknowledging the value of both unpaid and paid care work.

In 2019, the adoption of the Violence and Harassment Convention No. 190 marks the historic
recognition of the right of everyone to a world of work free from violence and harassment,
including gender-based violence and harassment.

Zambia, 2015. Photo Marcel Crozet ©ILO.



Social Protection FloorsSocial Protection Floors
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The UN, WHO and ILO declared together in
2011 that no-one should live below a
certain income level. Everyone should
have access to essential public services
such as health, water, sanitation,
education, food security and housing. 

Today 29 percent of the people have
comprehensive coverage, but 55 per cent
are without any.

In 2014 the ILO adopted a
Recommendation on extending and raising
social protection floors. The idea of a
social security floor was endorsed by the
2015 Millennium Development Summit of
the UN.

Zambia, 2015. Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.

Economies will not thrive if the health of the world population cannot be secured. The ILO estimates
that 40 per cent of livelihoods rely on a healthy and stable environment. COVID-19 recovery plans
will have to promote climate resilience and ensure a just transition towards environmentally
sustainable economies and societies for all. The current Climate Action for Jobs Initiative of the UN
is aimed at ensuring that green jobs are at the centre of transition to a carbon-neutral economy. 
 
COVID-19 has been the first global crisis to hit equally and simultaneously the whole multilateral
system. The world has successfully coped with HIV/AIDS, SARS, Ebola and other epidemics.
Diseases do not differentiate between the wealthy and the needy, but when they hit, the weakest
are those who suffer most.

COVID-19 is also a workplace issue. The ILO and the WHO have together established guidelines for
the safety of health workers who are on the frontlines in a health crisis.

Health, Safety and the EnvironmentHealth, Safety and the Environment

Bulawayo, Zimbabwe,  2020. Photo : KB Mpofu ©ILO.



 
As a result of multilateral cooperation, the UN family is today more coherent than ever before.
Its composite parts subscribe to shared values of democracy. They have chosen compatible
economic and employment systems. They are committed to resolve crises peacefully through
negotiations.

Yet nations and people continue to face choices, which can send them in opposite directions.
The forces of globalization produce both good and evil. We are increasingly dependent on
agreements on how to deal with the forces of economy and the forces of nature. Workable
solutions maximize benefits and minimize threats. 

The UN, the ILO and other multilateral bodies have learned to live with a situation where
political disputes have blocked top-level decision making. Even then work on a multitude of
concrete issues has continued at the everyday level for the benefit of the vulnerable parts of
society.    

Multilateral cooperation is a global insurance system. It needs continuous engagement by all
its members and the civil society to improve the position of the weak and disadvantaged, for
our common good.

SDGs are to be achieved through partnerships. Examples are the Global Initiative on Decent
Work for Youth, Climate Action for Jobs Initiative and the Global Partnership for Universal
Social Protection. Multilateralism needs a healthy dose of interaction with the civil society
including the engagement of employers’ and workers’ organizations which the ILO brings to
the joint forums.

In multilateral cooperation, the comparative advantage of each partner is in optimal use. The
ILO contributes to the common effort by promoting decent work, fundamental rights and
social dialogue.

The Value of PartnershipsThe Value of Partnerships
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ILO Headquarter, Geneva, 2019. Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.

The Case forThe Case for
MultilateralismMultilateralism

Geneva, Switzerland, 2020. Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.

At 75, the UN is vastly more than a political
superstructure for joint deliberation and,
wherever possible, decision making. It has
become a multi-layered network of knowledge,
expertise and partnerships, which is regularly
mobilized for concrete tasks.



The Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work adopted by
the ILO in June 2019 mandates it to “take an important role in
the multilateral system by reinforcing its cooperation and
developing institutional arrangements with other organizations
to promote policy coherence in pursuit of its human-centred
approach to the future of work, recognizing the strong, complex
and crucial links between social, trade, financial, economic and
environmental policies”.

In September 2019 the General Assembly of the UN endorsed
the Centenary Declaration of the ILO. It stressed full and
productive employment and decent work as a priority objective
of national policies and international cooperation. All UN bodies
should consider integrating decent work policies in the
sustainable development cooperation framework in consultation
with employers’ and workers’ organizations.

The Future of WorkThe Future of Work

PAGE 8

İzmir, Turkey, 2020. Photo: Kivanc Ozvardar ©ILO.Kyoto, Japan, 2011. Photo: Marcel Crozet ©ILO.


