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Foreword 
 
 

This report is one of a series of papers that were commissioned under the auspices of the 
ILO Inter-Sectoral Task Force on the Informal Economy in preparation for the general 
discussion on the informal economy at the 90th International Labour Conference in Geneva in 
June 2002. The papers in this series include studies of regional trends, selected country level 
studies and thematic investigations at the global level. Most of them seek to identify new 
trends and patterns that have emerged over the past several years and to go into more depth 
regarding the factors underlying the continuing growth of the informal economy, not only in 
developing countries, but also in advanced countries and countries undergoing transition. 
Particular attention has been paid to the impact of globalization, liberalization, privatization, 
migration, industrial reorganization and macro-economic policies prompting these trends. 
 
 The present paper, “Decent Work in the Informal Sector: Latin America”, has been 
prepared by Jim Thomas, London School of Economics. It highlights some of the 
characteristics of the region, including the high overall levels of urbanization and the impact 
of globalization which has led to retrenchment and informalisation of employment in the 
formal sector. Latin America experienced a debt crisis in the 1980s, but the 1990s was 
generally a period of economic growth and recovery, decline in inflation and technological 
progress. However, it was also a period of “jobless growth” which, combined with 
retrenchment and the search for ever more flexible forms of labour, led to the expansion of the 
informal sector in nearly every country and a reduction in social protection coverage. The 
author also observes a growth in the service sector and increasing employment of women in 
the informal sector. A decline in the real value of minimum wages and high levels of youth 
unemployment are characteristics of special concern.  
 

The reader will observe that nearly all of the papers in this series attempt to tackle the 
problem of conceptualising the informal sector.  The development of a conceptual framework 
for the International Labour Conference report was carried out at the same time as the 
production and finalization of the papers included in this series.  As such it was not possible 
to agree in advance upon a single concept for use by the authors of these papers.  
 

This paper was prepared under the supervision of Josiane Capt, InFocus Programme on 
Skills, Knowledge and Employability (IFP/SKILLS), and Andrea Singh, InFocus Programme 
on Boosting Employment through Small Enterprise Development (IFP/SEED), with the 
assistance of Joanna Jackson.  It has been funded under the IFP/SKILLS Programme. 
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Executive summary 
 
 This report on Latin America is an input to the documentation prepared for the 2002 
International Labour Conference, the focus of which was the decent work paradigm. The 
present report concentrates on decent work in an urban context and, in particular, on the urban 
informal sector.  
 
 The effects of globalization and macroeconomic factors on the labour market during the 
1990s were that: (i) greater flexibility reduced the proportion of workers with permanent 
contracts and job security and increased the proportion with temporary contracts or no 
contracts at all; (ii) trade union coverage was reduced in many countries; (iii) high rates of 
inflation in some countries greatly reduced the real value of the minimum wage in comparison 
to its value in 1980; and (iv) underemployment was very high in many Latin American 
countries. 
 
 Overall, globalization has had the effect of increasing informality in the labour market in 
two ways: (1) top down informality, through the removal of labour market protection, more 
part-time jobs and the decrease in trade union coverage; and (2) jobless growth, whereby 
economies can achieve significant growth in real output without generating employment in 
the formal sector, has led to an increase in bottom up informality. As a result, those coming 
into the labour market have to find jobs in the urban informal sector, which therefore expands 
both absolutely and proportionally. 
 

The effects of these changes in the labour market are examined not only for the urban 
informal sector but also for a number of vulnerable groups of special concern to the ILO: 
women, young workers, child workers (including street children), migrants and immigrants, 
and disabled workers. Statistics are presented showing that during the 1990s, employment in 
the urban informal sector grew in most Latin American countries, and that much of the 
expansion was through higher labour market participation by women in the service sector and 
as own-account workers. 

 
 Section 3 explores the four pillars of the ILO’s concept of decent work (basic labour 
rights, employment, social protection and social dialogue) and suggests the likely decent work 
deficits for own-account workers, employees in urban informal sector enterprises (Table 10, 
see annex) and vulnerable groups (Table 11, see annex). 
 
 The analysis suggests that the likely decent work deficits will involve a lack of (i) 
control over earnings and working conditions ; (ii) education and training; (iii) access to credit; 
(iv) representation; (v) social protection; (vi) protection from discrimination; and (vii) 
protection from exploitation. 
 
 Section 5 looks at the role of organizations in reducing decent work deficits, ranging 
from governments, through institutions (both national and international) and NGOs (both 
national and international) to grass-roots organizations.  The importance of the participation 
of grass-roots organizations is stressed and the potential use of public opinion and the internet 
in tackling decent work deficits reduction is discussed. 
 

Case studies are presented, illustrating how different organizations have worked to 
reduce decent work deficits affecting the urban informal sector and some of the vulnerable 
groups discussed in the report.  A number of innovations are noted, such as the need to 
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include the younger siblings of child workers in programmes to reduce child labour, in order 
to protect them from the same fate. 

 
 With respect to the role of the ILO in reducing the decent work deficits, there is a need 
to encourage greater representation for workers, though not necessarily through conventional 
trade union coverage, and to negotiate increases in the real value of the minimum wage in 
countries where it has fallen far below its real value in 1980.  Finally, the high levels of youth 
unemployment suggest that there should be a serious investment of resources in education and 
training for this group, as increases in human capital would have a pay-off over a considerable 
period. 



 

1. Introduction  
 
 This background report on Latin America, together with reports on Africa, Asia and the 
transitional countries, was prepared as a contribution to ILO’s report on the informal economy 
for a general discussion at the International Labour Conference 2002. The structure of this 
report is as follows. Section 1 highlights the high degree of urbanisation in Latin America and 
the important role of the urban informal sector in generating employment. Section 2 considers 
the effects of globalization and macro-economic factors on the labour market in Latin 
America. Section 3 analyses the concept of the decent work deficit, and section 4 examines its 
implications for the urban informal sector and a number of vulnerable groups. Section 5 looks 
at the potential roles of a variety of agencies, both international and national, in reducing 
decent work deficits in Latin America; and section 6 summarises the conclusions of the 
report. 
 
1.1 Urbanisation in Latin America and the urban informal sector 
 
 Within the developing world, there is an important difference between Latin America, 
on the one hand, and Africa and Asia, on the other, that is relevant to the discussion of the 
urban informal sector and “decent work”. Namely, there is a much higher level of recent 
urbanisation in the Latin American countries. Table 1 (see annex) shows urban change 
between 1950 and 1990 for the Latin American countries, with the average changes over the 
corresponding period for sub-regions in Africa and Asia. While there is considerable variation 
within the region, the average level of urbanisation in Latin America rose from 41.6% in 1950 
to 71.4% in 1990, with Guatemala having the lowest figure (39.4%) and Venezuela the 
highest (90.4%). In 1990, urbanisation was greater than 50% for 13 of the 18 Latin American 
countries. 
 
 In comparison, while there has been a considerable increase in the level of urbanisation 
in both Africa and Asia, levels in 1990 were generally much lower than those in Latin 
America. In North Africa, for example, the highest levels in 1990 were in Algeria (51.7%), 
Libya (82.4%) and Tunisia (54.9%). In East Asia, there were high urban levels in Japan 
(77.2%) and the republic of Korea (73.8%), while the countries with high urban levels in 
western Asia were Iraq (71.8%), Saudi Arabia (77.3%) and Turkey (60.9%). In Africa in 
1990, only four of 44 countries had a level of urbanisation greater than 50%, while for Asia 
nine of the 24 countries had reached this level. 
 
 Given the high level of urbanisation in Latin America, the main emphasis in this report 
is on the urban informal sector, as it is in the urban areas that the great majority of those 
involved in informal activities are to be found. This concentration also reflects the focus of 
most of the research carried out by the ILO, through such agencies as PREALC, with the 
result that much better data exist for Latin America on the urban informal sector than on 
informal activities in rural areas.1  Focusing on the urban informal sector may also be justified 
as the workers to be targeted by potential “decent work” programmes are highly concentrated 
in the urban informal sector rather than in the rural areas in most of Latin America. 
 

                                                 
1 While there have been some studies for individual countries in Latin America, there is no consistent run of data 
for the region to provide a detailed analysis.  Thus “Un análisis de las tendencias en el empleo no sería completo 
sin una mención al empleo rural.  Desgraciadamente, la información estadistica disponible es mucho menos 
extensiva que la para el área urbana.” (Egger and García, 2000, p. 30). 
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1.2 The urban informal sector: conceptual and measurement issues 
 
 It is clear from the enthusiastic way in which the concept of the “urban informal sector” 
was taken up after its appearance in the ILO’s Kenya report (1972) that it had an important 
role to play in the analysis of employment in developing countries. However, pinning the 
urban informal sector down in the form of a clear and operational definition proved difficult; 
as one of those who helped to give it birth, Professor Hans Singer of the Institute of 
Development Studies at the University of Sussex is reported to have said: “an informal sector 
enterprise is like a giraffe; it’s hard to describe but you know one when you see one” (Lubell, 
1991, p.19). There was considerable debate, both within the ILO (for example, Sethurama n, 
1981) and further afield (for example, the collection of articles on the urban informal sector in 
the September/October 1978 issue of World Development) and, while complete agreement 
over the theoretical concept never emerged, an operational consensus developed within the 
ILO on how to measure the urban informal sector.2   
 
 In 1993, the fifteenth International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) adopted 
an international statistical definition of the informal sector; it defined the informal sector in 
terms of the characteristics of enterprises (production units) in which the activities take place, 
rather than in terms of the characteristics of the persons involved or of their jobs. 
 
 Production units of the informal sector were defined by the fifteenth ICLS as a subset of 
unincorporated enterprises owned by households, that is, production units which are not 
constituted as separate legal entities independently of the households or household members 
who own them. For such units no complete set of accounts (including balance sheets of assets 
and liabilities) are available which would permit a clear distinction of the production activities 
of the enterprise from the other activities of their owners. 
 
 In order to distinguish informal sector enterprises from other unincorporated enterprises 
owned by households, the fifteenth ICLS recommended using one or more of the following 
three criteria: (i) non-registration of the enterprise; (ii) small size in terms of employment; and 
(iii) non-registration of the employees of the enterprise. The first criterion refers to non-
registration under specific forms of national legislation, such as factories or commercial acts, 
tax or social security laws, professional groups’ regulatory, or similar acts, laws or regulations  
established by national legislative bodies. The second criterion may be formulated in terms of 
the number of employees employed by the enterprise on a continuous basis, the number of all 
employees (including those employed on an occasional basis), or the total number of persons 
engaged during a specific reference period (including the entrepreneur, business partners and 
contributing family workers in addition to the employees). The third criterion refers to the 
conditions of employment in the informal sector regarding the employees’ legal and social 
protection; it was defined in terms of the absence of employment or apprenticeship contracts 
which commit the employer to pay relevant taxes and social security contributions on behalf 
of the employees or which make the employment relationships subject to standard labour

                                                 
2 Bangasser (2000) provides an interesting history of the evolution of the concept. 
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legislation. According to this criterion, an enterprise would be considered informal if none of 
its employees is registered (ILO, World Labour Report, 2000, p.194, box 10.1).3 
 
Domestic servants and homeworkers 
 
 Subject to the caveat concerning professionals and small, high tech enterprises, the 
urban informal sector and urban formal sector would seem to form a dichotomy with the 
urban informal sector consisting of own-account workers4 and small enterprises, and the 
urban formal sector consisting of medium and large enterprises and those working in the 
public sector, either as public servants at both national and local government levels, or as 
workers employed in state enterprises. However, this neat dichotomy is challenged by the 
need to categorise domestic servants and homeworkers.   
 
 Domestic servants are not own-account workers, as they are employed as servants, and 
the great majority of them work in the dwellings of those who are engaged in the urban formal 
sector. Given their socio-economic background, they have much in common with many of 
those working in the urban informal sector, and in many studies and statistical data bases, they 
are included in the urban informal sector, but as a separate category. 
 

However, there are a number of persuasive arguments for not including domestic 
servants in the urban informal sector. For example, Mezzera (1989, p. 52) argued that: 

 
“For two reasons, PREALC analysts have concluded that domestic servants should 
not be included in the informal sector. The first is theoretical: the informal sector is a 
set of productive units, not of people, and an individual who works in domestic 
service is not a productive unit, but a wage-earner who generally depends on income 
from the modern sector. The second reason is empirical: including domestic service 
in the informal sector introduces an enormous conceptual bias of the informal sector 
in favour of the personal characteristics of this particular group, which is quite large 
and homogeneous. The vast majority are women, particularly unskilled young women 
who are migrants and wage-earners with low incomes and long working hours.  The 
result is that the informal sector becomes identified with unskilled women who are 
migrants and wage-earners who have no relationship to micro-enterprises.” 
 
In addition, Haan (1989, p. 8) argued that: 

 
“At the same time, there are good reasons to exclude domestic servants from the 
informal sector in spite of their “ease of entry”; domestic servants generally have 
fixed salaries (with sometimes even a formal contract and coverage of social security) 

                                                 
3 The three criteria are important to ensure that own-account workers and enterprises identified on the size 
criteria do not include professionals (such as doctors, lawyers, accountants, etc.) and small high technology 
enterprises that are clearly not part of the urban informal sector. Unfortunately, it is not always possible to apply 
them and it is likely the numbers counted in both categories of the urban informal sector overstate its size.  
However, the number of professionals and small, high tech enterprises is likely to be small in relation to the 
number of genuine urban informal sector productive units and the bias may be relatively unimportant. 
 
4 Terminology varies across different studies and ‘own-account workers’ are sometimes referred to as 
‘independent workers’ or ‘self-employed’.  Similarly, ‘domestic servants’ are sometimes referred to as ‘domestic 
workers’. 
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and do not own any capital equipment but make use of the (usually modern) 
household appliances of their employer.”5 
 

 This report will make use of data on the labour market from a variety of sources and, 
where possible, will define the urban informal sector to exclude domestic servants (in case 
they are included, this will be pointed out to the reader). 
 
 Homeworkers.  The 1996 International Labour Conference considered homeworkers 
and adopted Convention No. 177 and Recommendation No. 184.  Home work was defined on 
the basis of three elements: 
 
1. the work is carried out at the worker’s home or at a place of her/his choice other than the 

employer’s place of work; 
2. the worker receives a remuneration and does not sell the product to the employer; and 
3. the employer lays down the specifications of the product or service, even if he/she does 

not provide the necessary equipment or inputs. 
 
 Verdera (2000, p.4) points out that this definition was immediately qualified by the 
statement “unless the person has the necessary degree of autonomy or economic 
independence to be considered as an independent worker”. He notes that the difficulty of 
making the distinction between homeworkers and independent workers had been discussed in 
ILO (1994), which stated that “many of those who work at home may be classified as self-
employed, and may consider themselves as such, but they are basically disguised employees.  
The right of homeworkers to the protection provided for in labour legislation frequently 
depends on whether it is clearly established that they are carrying out a remunerated job, that 
is whether or not they are employees”. In other words, if the person is a homeworker, she/he 
has a labour contract with an employer and is entitled to the benefits that go with being an 
employee.  If the person is an independent worker, she/he has a commercial contract with the 
other party to supply the product or service and is not entitled to any employee benefits. 
 
 The ILO is carrying out work in Latin America as part of an inter-regional project 
“homeworkers in the global economy” and has undertaken studies of homeworkers in five 
countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Peru). The main findings of the country 
studies are summarised in Tomei (2000). One point that emerges from all the studies is that 
there is very little statistical information on homeworkers.  As Verdera (2000, p.24) observes: 
 

“Although home work has such a long history and continues to exist, information on 
the economically active population (EAP), that is gathered through censuses and 
household surveys, does not include home work. No specific questions are asked on 
this type of employment, albeit it is recognised and regulated in legislation.  
However, the absence of any record of this type of work does not justify the failure to 
gather information on the subject.  On the contrary, as in the case of child labour or 

                                                 
5 UNICEF (1997) took a less favourable view of domestic work and quoted from an unpublished ILO research 
paper by Bill Salter that surveys had shown that 34% of domestic workers in Uruguay had begun work before 
they were 14 years old, and that nearly a third of domestic workers in Lima were never allowed outside the home 
in which they worked. As domestic workers are presented as a separate category in the data on the urban 
informal sector and the urban formal sector presented here wherever possible, analysts may add them into the 
urban informal sector if they wish and recalculate the percentages with them. However, the aggregate data on 
employment in the urban informal sector presented in KILM 7 excludes paid domestic workers. Where the urban 
informal sector and the urban formal sector sum to 100%, domestic workers have been included in the urban 
informal sector and this makes direct comparisons difficult. 
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non-registered individuals, household surveys provide a means of gathering such 
information.” 

 
Companies and employers, for their part, often deny that they hire homeworkers. In 

some cases, they avoid paying social contributions by establishing a legal connection in the 
form of micro-enterprises, which are in fact not genuine micro-enterprises. In other cases, 
they classify such workers as temporary employees, that is, they put them on the company’s 
payroll but, of course, at a lower pay and without the workers knowing it.  Or, finally, they are 
contracted in an informal manner, that is, they are not registered, particularly by the smaller 
companies in which such practices are more difficult to detect.  
 
 Tomei (2000, p.15) summarises the attempts of the five Latin American ILO studies to 
enumerate homeworkers as follows: 
 

“In Chile, home work absorbed 1.5% of the total employed population, in 1997. In 
Peru, it accounted for 17.26% of industrial employment, or 2% of total employment, 
in 1993. In Brazil, 3.3 million urban workers, e.g. 6.47% of the urban employed 
population, worked at home, in 1995. In Paraguay, the 1997 national industrial 
census issued preliminary data to the effect that 1,761 homeworkers carried out work 
for 8.7% of the 2,980 industrial enterprises with seven employees or more covered by 
the census.  In Argentina, in 1980, homeworkers, considered to be the employed who 
did not travel to a place of work6, accounted for some 9% of industrial labour in the 
three most industrialized and largest urban areas in the country.” 
 

 There is clearly much work to be done on improving the statistical data on 
homeworkers, but the existing studies show that they form an important group to be 
considered in the context of decent work. 
 
Informality versus illegality 
 
 In his influential work The Other Path, Hernando de Soto (1990) blamed bureaucracy 
for the existence of the informal sector and equated informality with illegality: those in the 
formal sector were within the law and those in the informal sector were not. However, this 
neat dichotomy was questioned by later research work.7  Researchers found that there was no 
sharp dichotomy with respect to legality, but rather a spectrum from completely illegal to 
completely legal with both informal and formal enterprises (and own-account workers) 
distributed between the two extremes. Many own-account workers were completely illegal, 
particularly some who worked at home and were bureaucratically invisible to the State.  Large 
organizations, particularly the multinationals, were at the other extreme and tended to comply 
with all the rules and regulations. Other entities, both formal and informal, existed in the 
interval between being neither completely legal nor completely illegal. The evidence 
suggested that the choice of where to be on the spectrum depended on the relative costs and 
benefits of legality. The conclusion to be drawn is that knowledge of the degree of legality of 
an enterprise is insufficient to determine whether it is formal or not. 
 

                                                 
6 This definition seems to be too broad, as it would also include own-account workers who worked at home. 
 
7 See, for example, Tokman (1992) and Klein and Tokman (1993). 
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Heterogeneity 
 
 While the data on the urban informal sector in La tin America are very extensive, much 
of the information is in aggregate form or relates to averages, and this tends to mask the 
heterogeneity of the sector. While the definition of own-account workers in the urban 
informal sector excludes professionals, there is little information across Latin America of the 
distribution of own-account workers by economic activity, income, education and other socio-
economic factors; this exists for only some countries. There is a similar shortage of 
disaggregate data relating to small enterprises. Studies that present statistical information8 
suggest that the high degree of heterogeneity within the urban informal sector makes 
generalisations somewhat hazardous.  The discussion that follows considers this heterogeneity 
by suggesting a range of possibilities in looking at the effects of decent work deficits on 
different groups within the urban informal sector. 
 
A blurring of distinctions 
 
 In the early 1970s, when the concept of the urban informal sector was emerging, there 
seemed to be a clear and obvious difference between it and the urban formal sector in 
developed countries, in particular in relation to the operation of the labour market. In the 
labour market in a developed country, the typical worker was likely to be a semi-skilled male, 
work in industrial production in a large enterprise, belong to a trade union, stay with one firm 
for a high proportion of his working life, and be the family’s main, if not sole, wage earner.  
Workers in the urban formal sector in developing countries were likely to have at least some 
of these characteristics. Some early attempts to define the characteristics of the urban informal 
sector, whether in defining an enterprise or a worker, simply reversed the characteristics of an 
enterprise or worker in the urban formal sector (Sethuraman, 1981). This simplified policy 
discussions about the process of ”formalising” the urban informal sector, in the sense that 
there was a clearly defined and relatively static concept, to provide the target for the process 
of formalisation. However, as discussed in section 3, major changes in the urban formal sector 
in recent years have blurred the historic distinction between the two sectors. The urban formal 
sector becomes more “informal” in many important ways, which has implications for what 
might be understood by the “formalisation” of the urban informal sector today. 
 
2. Globalization and macro-economic issues: how they affect the urban 

informal sector 
 
 The debt crisis of the 1980s and the recovery of the 1990s through structural adjustment 
programmes have had significant effects on the economies of the Latin American countries 
within the wider process of globalization that has had profound effects on all countries. One 
may argue that the most dramatic aspect of globalization has been the freedom of capital to 
move around the money markets of the world after the break up of the Bretton Woods System 
of governmental controls on capital movements. This has been coupled with the systematic 
removal of trade barriers at the international level through the efforts of the GATT and WTO 
agreements, and for individual countries through the conditions imposed by structural 
adjustment programmes brokered by the IMF and World Bank. The result is that governments 
have less control over the economic performance of their countries, and multinational 
corporations have become very powerful in determining the pattern of trade flows, 
international investment and the location of export production. 

                                                 
8 IDESI (1991) is a good example of a study of Arequipa in Peru. 
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 From a number of macro-economic perspectives, the countries in Latin America did 
well during the 1990s. First, the region experienced an unusually long period of real economic 
growth. Table 2 (see annex) shows the annual changes in GDP from 1990 to 1999 and the 
average growth in GDP from 1990 to 1999. While only Bolivia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala and Panama show positive growth in every year during the period, all the Latin 
American countries showed positive growth in a majority of the ten years and positive 
average growth rates over the period, ranging from 1.6% per annum in Ecuador to 6.7% per 
annum in Chile.   
 
 Second, the position of most of the countries in the region with respect to inflation 
improved during the 1990s, especially during the second half of the decade. Table 3 (see 
annex) presents data on rates of inflation in the Latin American countries from 1970 to 1998.  
A number of the countries experienced periods of hyperinflation - such as Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Nicaragua and Peru - but these were relatively short, and the countries concerned have 
sustained low levels of inflation for a number of years after the end of the hyper-inflation. 
 
 In comparison with earlier decades, the 1990s have been good years with real growth 
and a fairly successful control of inflation. 9  So, labour market adjustments and changes in 
employment took place in a positive environment in terms of growth of output and the 
potential for an increased demand for labour. 
 
 While the developing countries may have shown the effects of globalization most 
dramatically, countries in the developed world have also been profoundly affected.  The high 
rate of technical progress in recent years, incorporated in the computer revolution, has led to 
the possibility of high rates of real growth that do not generate high levels of employment.  
This phenomenon of “jobless growth” was highlighted in the UNDP Human Development 
Report 1993, which presented graphically the information presented numerically in Table 4 
(see annex). The data represent the actual and projected growth of GDP and employment 
based on weighted regional indices (1975 = 100) for the countries in the OECD, Latin 
America, sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and East Asia. The message is clear: real income 
can grow without a corresponding growth in overall employment and the gap is getting 
larger.10 
 
 In developed countries, this phenomenon of jobless growth has affected unskilled and 
semi-skilled workers in particular. For example, the UK financial sector has seen the 
amalgamation of many firms into a smaller number of large units and a massive shedding of 
clerical jobs as the industry has exploited the economies of scale made possible by the 
computerisation of manual work. Youth employment prospects are poor in many countries in 
Europe, and levels of youth unemployment have been held down in the UK by government 
training programmes and special grants to employers to hire youth in return for a subsidy. 
 

During the debt crisis and the period of structural adjustment that followed, there was a 
movement away from the policy of import substitution industrialisation, which had been the 
                                                 
9 Countries have been less successful in their trade policies and most have large Current Account Balance of 
Payments deficits. These have been covered through the inflow of capital, in some cases through the sale of state 
enterprises to overseas buyers, but in the long term, the trade situation presents problems. The volatility of the 
short-term capital inflows has been a source of problems in Mexico, Brazil and Argentina.  
 
10 ‘Jobless Growth’ does not mean that there is growth without the creation of some jobs, as there is a 
restructuring process at work in which there is an increasing demand for skilled labour, but a larger relative fall 
in the demand for unskilled labour in clerical and other formerly labour-intensive activities. 
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model for many developing countries, towards a strategy of export- led growth. Compared 
with the USA and most developed countries, though not with parts of Asia and Africa, Latin 
America has a comparative advantage in labour. In the medium-to- long run, the adjustment 
process would be expected to tend toward labour intensive exports. However, given the 
relative cheapness of capital, the short-run response has been capital- intensive in many 
countries, and the growth in exports has not led to a marked growth in employment. An 
example from Chile is given in Box 1 below. 

 
 

 
Box 1: A visit to a fruit and vegetable processing plant in Chile 

 
In 1993 the author visited a fruit and vegetable processing plant just outside Curico in the central valley in 
Chile. The plant had been built with finance from Germany and was very modern, incorporating the latest 
western technology in freezing and vegetable processing. The large complex was run by a small staff of about 
twenty workers, of whom the majority were clerical staff in the office and security personnel, though the key 
workers were the six Chilean engineers who had been trained in Germany and who kept the plant running. 
 
The plant consisted of a number of large freezing, drying and pulping units that were grouped around the largest 
unit, which was a vast room in which fruits and vegetables were cleaned, weighed, measured and processed in 
preparation for freezing, drying or pulping. 
 
On the Sunday morning I visited the plant, the processing room was very busy, with about a hundred women 
hard at work.  It was the height of the asparagus season and lorries had been arriving in a steady stream for days 
to deliver tons of the vegetable to the plant for processing. 
 
The pattern of employment at the plant was seasonal. The regular staff of about twenty were boosted by 
hundreds of women hired on a temporary, piece-rate basis to work very intensively for a few days at a time to 
deal with each crop of fruit or vegetables during its season. There were some periods of the year when there was 
relatively little work processing fruit and vegetables, and the main activity was the maintenance of the 
equipment in the plant. 
 
The plant had a fleet of refrigerated lorries that were used to transport most of its output to the Port of 
Valparaiso to be shipped to Europe and the USA, as part of Chile’s very successful agricultural export 
programme. 
 
This plant illustrates the paradox of short-term adjustment in international trade. Chile is labour intensive 
relative to Europe and the USA and the women working in the plant were earning low wages in comparison to 
what workers in Europe would receive for the same work. However, overall the production process was 
extremely capital-intensive. 

 
2.1 Effects on the labour market 
 
 While monetary and fiscal controls are frequently the first targets and take priority in 
stabilisation and structural adjustment programmes, the importance of “reforming” the labour 
market is also seen as an important goal: 
 

“Most policy discussions on the mechanics of structural adjustment and market-
oriented reforms ignore labor market deregulation.  And yet, labor markets in many 
countries are highly distorted, introducing efficiency costs and making adjustment 
more difficult.  A dynamic and flexible labor market is an important part of market-
oriented policies.  It helps reallocate resources and allows the economy to respond 
rapidly to new challenges from increased foreign competition.  Moreover, freeing the 
labor market of distortions improves the distribution of income because it encourages 
employment expansion and wage increases in the poorest segments of society.  In 
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most Latin American countries, labor market distortions have been segmented, with 
protected and unprotected sectors coexisting side by side.  Removing the most serious 
distortions usually increases the unprotected sector wage rate, and increases overall 
employment” (World Bank, 1993, p. 92).11 
 

 In the view of this World Bank report (p.93), the most serious labour market distortions 
in Latin America could be classified into three categories: (i) the high costs of dismissal that 
reduce flexibility and make restructuring difficult and slow, (ii) high payroll taxes that reduce 
the incentives to expand employment, and (iii) antagonistic labour-management relations, 
encouraging confrontation and costly settlement procedures. 
 
 Those advocating “reform” of labour markets in Latin America in dealing with the 
distortions listed above can claim some success. In relation to (i), legislation was introduced 
in a number of countries that made it easier to dismiss existing workers and enabled 
employers to keep new workers on temporary contracts for longer periods. While on such 
contracts, workers did not receive a number of fringe benefits and could be dismissed at short 
notice. The reduction in the proportion of the labour force receiving fringe benefits and 
programmes to move workers towards private health and other social security schemes 
contributed to dealing with the distortions listed under (ii). A major change in relation to (iii) 
has been the reduction in the power of labour unions in many countries. In some cases, unions 
were particularly strong in the state enterprises, and privatisation has reduced the influence of 
the unions in this sector.  In addition, the increase in the proportion of workers on temporary 
contracts has tended to reduce militancy and industrial action. 
 
Reduction in trade union coverage 
 
 With the return of democracy after the period of military rule that many Latin American 
countries experienced in the 1970s and 1980s, labour unions have regained some of their 
former strength. However, the changes in the labour market towards “top-down 
informalisation” has reduced the ability of unions to recruit, as many of the jobs that have 
been created in recent years have been in the urban informal sector, particularly among own-
account workers. This group may be difficult to mobilise because, as Lund and Srinivas 
(1999, p.21) note “essential to the whole conception of a trade union movement is that there is 
a recognised employer or employers, whose interests would be threatened by the most basic 
weapon of organised workers - withdrawal of labour.”  Rather than seeing the conventional 
labour unions recruiting in the urban informal sector, the appropriate organizations to 
represent the views of own-account workers or homeworkers may be co-operative groupings. 
 
 Some indication of the reduction in trade union membership is given by the data in 
Table 5 (see annex). These show that, as compared with the 1980s, trade union coverage of 
workers has fallen both in the overall non-agricultural labour force and, specifically, among 
wage and salary earners. The fall was particularly noticeable in Argentina and Mexico where 
the level of trade union membership had been very high in the 1980s. 
 

                                                 
11 The author of this report, Sebastian Edwards, makes his view clear on the value of the minimum wage: 
“Textbooks usually mention minimum wages as the predominant labour market distortion to be removed in 
market-oriented reforms.  But this is not the most pressing issue in Latin America today.  With few exceptions, 
minimum wages have declined throughout the region in the past few years and have largely become a non-
binding restriction.  This of course does not mean that (potential) hikes in minimum wages will not hurt 
employment in the future.” (p.93). 
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 Some evidence on the effects of globalization on the labour markets in the five Andean 
countries (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela) is presented in Egger and García 
(2000). They note that during the 1990s the increase in employment in the urban formal sector 
was less than the growth in the labour force and that this led to an expansion in the number 
employed in the urban informal sector. Their projection of the future situation in the labour 
market is somewhat bleak (p.18). Since 1980, the rate of overall population growth has been 
falling in all five countries and is predicted to continue doing so through to the end of their 
forecast period in 2010. The rates of growth of the economically active population and the 
population of working age also decline from 1980 to 2010. However, each year the rate of 
growth of the population of working age is greater than the rate of growth of the population 
and the rate of growth of the economically active population is greater than both of them. In 
other words, a declining rate of overall population growth will not in itself produce a marked 
reduction in the rate of growth in the labour force. 
 
 Examining where employment grew in the five countries, they found the most important 
activities were commerce, including restaurants and hotels (contributing between 20% and 
40% of the increase in jobs), and - for all except Bolivia - community, social and personal 
services (contributing between 25% and 38% of the increase in jobs).  In Bolivia, employment 
in this category fell by nearly 7%, but this was offset by an increase in employment in mining 
and construction of 28%, much larger than the increase in the other four countries, which 
ranged between 2% to less than 10%. 
 
Changes in labour contracts 
 
 Data presented on the distribution of workers in the urban formal sector by type of 
contract suggest no major changes in the proportions with permanent versus temporary 
contracts between 1990 and 1998 in Colombia and Venezuela. In Peru, however, where 
President Fujimori imposed a severe structural adjustment programme, the labour market in 
the urban formal sector changed dramatically. Whereas in 1991, 72.2% of workers had 
permanent contracts and 27.8% were in temporary contracts, these had fallen to 37.7% and 
22.4%, respectively, by 1998, at which time 31.4% of workers in the urban formal sector were 
without a contract.12  Klein and Tokman (2000) present information on labour contracts in 
1996, showing that 12.7% of wage earners in the urban formal sector in Argentina had 
temporary contracts, while 23% had no contract. In Chile, the corresponding figures were 
14.7% and 15.6%.13 
 
 As examples of the employment security that was lost with the  change to temporary 
contracts without benefits - in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile and Costa Rica - a minimum 
notice period of 30 days had to be given to a worker with a permanent contract before 
dismissal, and the severance pay was three times that of a worker’s monthly wage. This was 
not an excessive non-wage cost in the view of the ILO (ILO, 1997, p.185): 
 

“Given the absence of an unemployment benefit scheme, the current levels of the 
period of notice for dismissal and severance pay can hardly be described as 
imposing excessive rigidity and costs or a serious hindrance to labour hiring. They 
would appear to be no more than a minimum level required to provide a modicum 
of employment security and equity.” 

                                                 
12 No data were presented for Bolivia or Ecuador over the period. 
 
13 See also Tokman (1998). 
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Changes in real earnings 
 
 Table 6 (see annex) contains data on real industrial wages for a number of Latin 
American countries from 1990 to 1999 as an index based on 1980 = 100. Overall, a weighted 
average for the 13 countries shows some growth from 84.7 in 1990 to 102.1 in 1999, but the 
picture varied in different countries. Chile, which experienced high rates of growth in real 
GDP and low inflation, showed strong wage growth as well: from 105.8 in 1990 to 153.4 in 
1999.  In contrast, Peru also experienced good growth in real GDP but suffered hyperinflation 
in the late 1980s. Real wages also rose in Peru, but because inflation had lowered real wages, 
they rose from 34.4 in 1990 to 42.1 in 1999. 
 
 Egger and García (2000) present information on changes in real earnings between 1990 
and 1998 for the urban formal sector and the urban informal sector. There are variations 
across the five countries in the timing and direction of changes, but in summary, taking the 
average real earnings in the urban formal sector as the benchmark of 100%, average real 
earnings in the urban informal sector fell from 67% in 1990 to 53% in 1997-98 (ibid., p.32). 
 
Changes in the minimum wage 
 
 Table 7 (see annex) contains data on the real urban minimum wage for 18 Latin 
American countries from 1990 to 1999 as an index with 1980 = 100. The arithmetic average 
rises slightly from 68.4 in 1990 to 73.1 in 1999, but several countries had very different 
experiences. Some went through periods of high-, or in some cases, hyper-inflation. As the 
minimum wage is normally designated in nominal terms, it fell to low levels in real terms in a 
number of countries. For example, from a base of 1980 = 100, by 1992 the value of the 
minimum wage had fallen to 48.0 in Argentina, 57.3 in Brazil, 32.5 in Ecuador, 42.1 in 
Mexico and 15.9 in Peru. 14  Data presented in Egger and García (2000, p.32, Table 13) 
suggest that, compared to the base year of 1990 = 100, the minimum wage had increased in 
real terms in 1998 to 232.3 in Bolivia, 137.8 in Ecuador and 138.3 in Peru, but had fallen to 
98.1 in Colombia and 78.6 in Venezuela. However, for Peru 1990 was a year of hyper-
inflation and the real value of the minimum wage was very low, so that the moderate increase 
in its real value still leaves it at a very low level - well below that of 1980. To the extent that 
the minimum wage benchmarks other wages, increasing the real value of the minimum wage 
may be an issue to be given priority in the context of decent remuneration. 
 
Unemployment 
 
 Data on open unemployment show a similar pattern for Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and 
Venezuela.  For all four countries, from 1990 to 1998 or 1999, the unemployment rate is 
higher for women than for men.  Table 8 (see annex) shows the rate of unemployment for 14 
countries from 1990 to 1997.  In addition, for young workers (between 15 and 24 years old) 
the rate is still higher: on average, young workers formed 45% of the total unemployed.15 
 

                                                 
14 The data are from SALA (1995), Part I, Table 1408.  They differ slightly from the data presented in Table 7. 
 
15 See discussion under section 4.3 on vulnerable groups. 
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Underemployment 
 
 In addition to open unemployment, underemployment is of concern to some observers 
of the labour market in Latin America.16  Cortázar (1998, p.77 and footnote 6) argues that:  
 

“The reality of the traditional or informal sector differs from that of the modern 
sector. Take the case of the self-employed in retail trade. Even if the level of sales 
does not increase, an “ease of entry” permits new workers to find a job at the cost 
of reducing the average income of those already working in the sector. More 
vendors in the main square will increase employment, at the cost of reducing the 
income that each one receives.  This informal sector does not comply with much of 
the labour legislation and is the means of survival available to those who fail to find 
a job in the modern sector. 

 
That is partly the reason why open unemployment rates are so low in many of these 
countries. Because of the lack of adequate unemployment insurance, together with 
the possibility of finding a job in the informal sector, the excess supply of labour in 
the modern sector translates more into an increase in underemployment than an 
increase in open unemployment.” 
 

 Data on Latin America suggest that underemployment may be a major problem in some 
countries.  For example, PROMICRO/OIT (2001) reports that in 1998 underemployment was 
36.3% in Guatemala, 22.3% in Nicaragua and 28% in Panama, though it was only 6% in 
Costa Rica. For Peru, Webb and Fernández (1996, 1999) report the levels of under-
employment as 46.5% in 1996, 41.8% in 1997 and 44.1% in 1998.   

 
 The World Bank’s criticisms of distortions in the labour market listed above were 
directed at the urban formal sector, but they have indirect implications for workers in the 
urban informal sector. For example, the privatisation of state enterprises has been a major 
objective in structural adjustment programmes as a way to reduce restrictive practices and 
over-manning in these enterprises. Some case studies of privatisation in Latin America 
suggest that many resulted in a considerable reduction in the size of the post-privatisation 
labour force (Galal and Shirley, 1994 and Sánchez and Corona, 1993), and the data presented 
in Table 8 (see annex) show quite large decreases in the relative size of the labour force in the 
public sector during the 1990s. As sufficient employment was not being generated elsewhere 
in the urban formal sector to absorb the workers displaced from the state enterprises, some of 
them may have been forced to move into the urban informal sector and compete with the 
workers already operating there. 
 
2.2  The magnitude and characteristics of the urban informal sector 
 
 Table 8 presents data on the labour force in the urban informal and formal sectors in 
14 countries from 1990 to 1997, and Table 9 presents data on the changes in the relative size 
of the urban informal and formal sectors for the same countries.  In these tables the urban 

                                                 
16 Two types of underemployment are usually identified. The first is when a worker would like to work more 
hours but is unable to find the extra work. The second is when a worker is working long hours, but is earning a 
very low income. Egger and García (2000, p. 27) refer to the second type of underemployment as over-
employment (sobre empleo), which captures quite neatly the nature of the problem. 



 13 

informal sector is divided into independent workers, domestic workers, and small firms17, 
while the urban formal sector comprises workers in the public sector and those in large and 
medium-sized firms. 
 
 Taking first overall trends between 1990 and 1997, there was little or no change in the 
size of the urban informal sector in Chile, Colombia and Panama; and upward trends in 
Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru and Venezuela.  What is clear is that 
the urban informal sector increased rather than decreased in importance over the period.  
 
 There are a number of countries (Bolivia, Ecuador, Panama and Uruguay) where 
relatively small changes in the overall balance between both sectors were accompanied by 
much larger changes in the components. With the exception of Chile and Paraguay, where 
there were very small increases in the urban formal sector’s public sector, such share in the 
remaining countries fell, in some cases very strongly. 
 
2.3  Summary: ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ informalisation 
 
 The major effects of globalization on the labour markets in Latin America have been to 
produce a high degree of “informalisation”. In the urban formal sector, there has been “top-
down informalisation”, with firms being exposed to international competition through the 
removal of tariffs and freeing of exchange rates.  They, in turn, have sought to reduce costs by 
introducing more flexibility into the labour market, which resulted in large increases in the 
proportion of workers on temporary contracts or without contracts, particularly women. To 
the extent that women are less likely than men to be in occupations that are strongly unionised 
(outside of the public sector), the power of labour organizations has also declined. 
 
 Further informalisation has come through “bottom-up informalisation” in the urban 
informal sector. Throughout the 1990s, the economically active population has grown faster 
than the creation of jobs in the urban formal sector. In the absence of urban formal sector jobs, 
those coming into the labour force have had to find a means of survival in the urban informal 
sector, as may be seen from the data presented in Table 8 (see annex). The predictions that the 
economically active population will still be growing faster than the overall rate of growth of 
population in 2010 suggests that a considerable rate of increase in urban formal sector jobs 
will be necessary to mop up this growing labour force if “bottom-up informalisation” is to be 
reduced. However, the phenomenon of jobless growth suggests that even if the output of the 
urban formal sector grows significantly in the coming years, this real growth in output is 
unlikely to be accompanied by corresponding increases in the demand for labour.  Clearly, the 
urban informal sector is unlikely to decline in importance in the foreseeable future.  
 
 In the past, when the characteristics of the urban formal and informal sectors were more 
sharply differentiated, a policy of “formalising” the urban informal sector could be defined 
using the differences between the two sectors. For example, if most workers in the urban 
formal sector had permanent contracts and those in the urban informal sector did not, then 

                                                 
17 In most of the research carried out by the ILO in Latin America, “small firms” were defined as those where the 
number of workers hired was either 5 or less or 10 or less, depending on the available data for different 
countries. Verdera (2001) argues that firms hiring between 6 and 10 workers should be included in the urban 
formal sector and presents revised data for 1990 and 1998 (but not for the intervening years) to show what effect 
the change in the definition of “small firms” has on the size of the urban informal sector.  I decided to work with 
the older definition in order to have more than two observations and to examine trends during the 1990s. 
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attempts might be made to increase the number of workers in the urban informal sector with 
contracts. However, as a result of top-down informalisation, a high proportion of workers in 
the urban formal sector is now on temporary contracts or without contracts, so that it is more 
difficult to define a policy of “formalisation”.  In this context, the ILO initiative in raising the 
issue of “decent work” is of great significance, as it may provide a way of focusing on the 
problems of the urban informal sector, without the need to benchmark policies on conditions 
in the urban formal sector. 
 
3. Decent work deficits in the urban informal sector 
 
 As outlined in the Director-General’s report (ILO, 1999), the concept of “decent work” 
was defined in terms of four major pillars: basic labour rights, employment, social protection 
and social dialogue. This discussion was inspirational and aspirational, rather than 
operational, but it appears to signal a change in the ILO’s policy on informality. Resources are 
scarce, and choices have to be made. When the emphasis was on the informal/formal 
distinction and the need to help informal enterprises become fo rmal, an obvious target group 
was small enterprises that were within some threshold of becoming formal.  These were well 
along the spectrum of informality/illegality and generally did not involve the poorest workers.  
The change to the concept of decent work and the decent work deficits shift the focus from 
enterprises to people and particularly onto the poor, as they are the people with the largest 
deficits: 
 

“The goal of decent work is best expressed through the eyes of people.  It is about 
your job and future prospects; about your working conditions; about balancing 
work and family life, putting your kids through school or getting them out of child 
labour. It is about gender equality, equal recognition, and enabling women to 
make choices and take control of their lives.  It is about your personal abilities to 
compete in the market place, keep up with new technological skills, about 
receiving a fair share of the wealth that you have helped to create and not being 
discriminated against; it is about having a voice in your workplace and your 
community. In the most extreme situations, it is about moving from subsistence to 
existence. For many, it is the primary route out of poverty. For many more, it is 
about realizing personal aspirations in their daily existence and about solidarity 
with others. And everywhere, and for everybody, decent work is about securing 
human dignity.” (ILO, 2001a, pp.7-8). 
 

 In what follows, the analytical discussion will concentrate on the poorest workers and 
enterprises, as these face the worst handicaps and suffer from the biggest decent work deficits. 
 
 An examination of policies that might be used to achieve decent work requires a spelling 
out of the dimensions of the four major pillars. One such elaboration is given by Egger and 
Sengenberger (2001, pp.3-4), who suggest a definition of decent work as follows. 
 

“The good employment, or decent work, is defined in accordance with a number of 
basic aspirations of working people everywhere. The criteria defining decent work 
include some of the following elements: 

 
i. Access to employment: that employment (wage or self employment) should be 
available for people seeking it, that this decision be voluntary (excluding forced or 
compulsory employment, bonded or slave labour), in accordance with the minimum 
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age of access to employment (banning child labour as defined by the ILO 
Conventions), and including the voluntary decision to work full or part time. 

 
ii. Fair and equal treatment in employment: that discrimination on grounds of 
sex, national origin, race, age should be forbidden, and that harassment in 
employment on the same grounds should equally be forbidden and actively 
discouraged, that treatment among workers and between management and workers 
should respect basic standards of human dignity. 
 
iii. Decent remuneration of work: that there should be remuneration for all work 
carried out, that such remuneration from work, especially in the case of wage 
workers, should correspond to a fair and living wage, and that work of equal value 
should ensure equal pay. 
 
iv. Fair conditions of work: that working time arrangements concerning daily 
and weekly working hours, regular and overtime work, breaks and rest periods, 
should reflect fair and acceptable practices, be compatible with social and family 
needs, and that work intensity should avoid excessive work leading to overwork and 
stress, or underutilization of work. 

 
v. Safe work environment: that the physical work environment should avoid 
extreme conditions (heat, dust, noise, workloads), and ensure a safe working 
environment (with appropriate prevention of work-related accidents, injuries and 
occupational diseases). 
 
vi. Protection in case of unemployment: that there should be forms of protection 
in the case of loss of employment as well as some support to facilitate the search for 
new employment. 
 
vii. Social protection and employment: that there should be appropriate 
arrangements for all workers to benefit from protection in the event of health 
contingencies, work-related injuries, diseases and incapacity, as well as from old-age 
and survivors’ pensions. 
 
viii. Employment and training opportunities: that there should be opportunities 
for training and for developing skills during the entire working life cycle, as well as 
opportunities for advancement and moving in different positions. 

 
ix. Participation and motivation: that there should be opportunities for workers 
to participate in decisions that affect them directly, such as in work organization and 
related decisions. 
 
x. Voice and collective participation: that there should be the possibility to voice 
complaints and file grievances, as well as to avail the support from a body 
representing the interests of the workers. 

 
All or some combination of these ten dimensions will shape decent work for women 
and men everywhere. The exact combination and the weighting given to each of them 
will depend on circumstances particular to a country, a region and an enterprise.” 
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 Taking the above dimensions of decent work into account it is possible to construct a 
matrix which shows the situation regarding decent work for various groups in the informal 
economy, as discussed in the previous section.  As the objective of the ILO (2001a) is to 
reduce decent work deficits, the analysis here uses the matrix to examine the likely deficits 
affecting the different groups. 
 
 Table 10 (see annex) presents the analysis for the core groups in the urban informal 
sector, employees in small enterprises and own-account workers, while Table 11 applies the 
same analysis to the vulnerable groups that were discussed in the previous section. The 
general deficits that emerge are (i) lack of control over earnings and working conditions; (ii) 
lack of education and training; (iii) lack of access to credit; (iv) lack of representation; and (v) 
lack of social protection. The vulnerable groups face the same deficits that were outlined in 
the previous table but with additional problems of needing protection from (vi) discrimination 
and (vii) exploitation. 
 
(i) Lack of control over earnings and working conditions.  While the reasons for the 

lack of control vary, the common factor for both employees and own-account workers 
is the lack of bargaining power resulting from operating as or in a small unit.  There 
are strong arguments that the reduction of this deficit may depend on increasing 
representation. 

 
(ii) Lack of education and training. Many workers in the urban informal sector have 

little education, often failing to complete even primary level education. Even those 
who have some education are often untrained and have access only to unskilled jobs. 

 
(iii) Lack of access to credit. Enterprises are often constrained by lack of capital. This 

may be physical capital to improve technical efficiency, or working capital to increase 
the scale of financial operations. 

 
(iv) Lack of representation. Own-account workers are difficult to contact and being self-

employed, are not natural members of trade unions. Employees in small enterprises 
are difficult to organise, and the decline in trade union coverage of the labour market 
in Latin America is unfortunate from the point of view of increasing representation.  
While encouraging the expansion of traditional trade unions would be a positive 
contribution to increasing representation within the urban informal sector, other forms 
of organization may be needed. 

 
(v) Lack of social protection. Social protection covers a wide variety of benefits, ranging 

from temporary payments, such as sickness and unemployment benefits, to long-term 
payments, such as pensions.  It is likely to be easier to deal with deficits in short-term 
rather than long-term benefits. In the case of pensions, in recent years many Latin 
American countries have realised that even the pension schemes mainly restricted to 
workers in the urban formal sector were unsustainable on a “pay-as-you-go” basis.  As 
a result, some have implemented a “Chilean” model that involves a combination of 
some state provision of money and some private sector life insurance in which both 
workers and employers have to make quite substantial contributions to the scheme.  
Many analysts are doubtful that this model can be extended to the poor and those 
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working in the urban informal sector.18 Solving this problem may need a different 
model from that developed in Chile. 

 
(vi) Protection from discrimination.  The ILO has a fine record of challenging 

discrimination and exploitation through developing appropriate conventions and 
persuading governments to accept and ratify them. The difficulty lies in the gap 
between ratification and implementation. Implementation may involve some urgent 
actions in the form of legislation to discourage discrimination and probably long-term 
action to educate the population about such discrimination.  There is also the question 
of making resources available to enforce anti-discriminatory actions. Here, there is 
considerable scope to encourage those suffering from discrimination to organise and 
fight it directly.  The dramatic effect of anti-discriminatory campaigning worldwide by 
homosexual women and men for gay rights illustrates the possibilities for change if 
momentum builds up.  

 
(vii) Protection from exploitation.  Clearly trade unions have an important role to play in 

reducing exploitation, and expanding trade union coverage would be a key policy 
objective. In addition, public opinion has been mobilised very effectively when 
attention is focused on the low wages and poor conditions of workers in Latin 
American factories supplying multinational firms that sell in the United States and 
other developed countries. 

 
4. The urban informal sector and groups vulnerable to decent work deficits  
 
 
4.1 Linkages between the urban informal sector and the urban formal sector 
 
 In discussing links between the urban informal sector and the urban formal sector, it is 
convenient to distinguish between economic linkages, factor linkages and socio-political 
linkages. Factor linkages and economic linkages generally involve direct transactions between 
those operating in the urban informal sector and those in the urban formal sector, while socio-
political linkages are often more indirect and may be institutional by nature.  Thus, 
differences in class, status and income may lead employers and employees in the urban formal 
sector to view those in the urban informal sector as being undesirable or criminal in their 
activities. Those in the urban formal sector usually have more political clout than those in the 
urban informal sector, and this power may be used to restrict the activities of some of those in 
the urban informal sector. For example, shopkeepers often use arguments concerning “unfair 
competition”, “health hazards” or “congestion of public spaces” to urge the authorities to take 
legal action against street vendors.  These socio-political linkages may have important 
negative effects that need to be addressed in persuading the public of the economic potential 
of the urban informal sector and obtaining a sympathetic political response to the provision of 
decent jobs for those in this sector. 
 
 Factor linkages are concerned with movements of factors of production between the two 
sectors, involving capital and labour. Among capital movements, we may distinguish between 
financial capital, physical capital and human capital.  Financial capital usually flows from the 
urban formal sector to the urban informal sector, for example, workers in the urban formal 
sector may save in order to acquire machinery to set up a business in the urban informal 

                                                 
18 See Mesa-Lago (1997) and Arenas de Mesa and Bertranou (1997). 
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sector.  Similarly, machinery that is obsolete within the technology of the urban formal sector 
may still be physically productive and may move to the urban informal sector.  Human capital 
may move in either direction. For example, a worker entering the urban informal sector 
without skills may learn a trade sufficiently well to be able to move to a job in the urban 
formal sector, taking the skills with her or him. Conversely, workers in the urban formal 
sector may acquire the necessary managerial skills to move to the urban informal sector and 
set up a business. 
 

In considering economic linkages, we may distinguish between backward linkages and 
forward linkages. 
 
Backward linkages refer to the extent to which those operating in the urban informal sector 
obtain inputs from the other sector for their activities in the form of raw materials, 
intermediate products or final goods. In general, there are very strong backward linkages 
between the two sectors, except for those in the urban informal sector involved in providing 
some types of purely personal services that require no capital or other inputs. Even where 
vendors sell goods they have made themselves - such as cooked food - some of the raw 
materials may well have been purchased from the urban formal sector.  Operators in the urban 
informal sector who purchase intermediate goods from producers in this sector may have 
indirect backward linkages with the urban formal sector if the initial raw materials came from 
the latter sector. 
 
Working capital . Many own-account workers or micro-enterprises in the urban informal 
sector operate on such a small scale that they do not have enough working capital to buy the 
relatively large quantities of raw materials necessary to qualify for wholesale price discounts 
from the urban formal sector.  They are forced to purchase material at the higher retail price, 
which raises their costs and lowers their profit.  Micro-credit programmes can contribute here 
by providing working capital in such cases and thereby boosting the profitability of small 
enterprises by lowering their costs. 
 
Forward linkages involve outputs from the urban informal sector that are used by the other 
sector, and may take the form of intermediate goods that are used as inputs into production in 
the urban formal sector, or final goods and services that are finished and ready to be sold to 
the consumer.   
 
Sub-contracting.  One important forward linkage from the urban informal sector to the urban 
formal sector is sub-contracting.  From the point of view of the urban formal sector enterprise, 
sub-contracting work to agents operating in the urban informal sector may have a number of 
benefits.  First, the urban formal sector employer is not responsible for working conditions in 
the other sector. Therefore, he/she does not have to ensure that the sub-contracting workers 
are paid the minimum wage or receive social security or other fringe benefits the law requires.  
If, as is likely, the firms carrying out the sub-contracting are not paying the minimum wage or 
fringe benefits, labour costs in the urban informal sector are likely to be lower than in the 
other sector, and the urban formal sector employer will benefit from these lower costs.19  
Secondly, sub-contracting provides a way of smoothing out fluctuations in the demand for 
urban formal sector output. As demand expands, the urban formal sector enterprise can 
increase the amount of sub-contracting and cut it back if demand falls. This means that an 
urban formal sector enterprise can operate better with a smaller, stable labour force of its own 
                                                 
19  This may be the reality, but does not constitute an endorsement by the author or ILO of practices such as non-
payment of minimum wages. 
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if it sub-contracts, than it could in the absence of sub-contracting when its labour force would 
fluctuate with changes in demand.  Urban formal sector labour markets in Latin America have 
been notoriously inflexible, and the cost of dismissing workers with permanent contacts has 
been very high.  Hence, without sub-contracting urban formal sector enterprises may be faced 
with the need to make redundancy payments when sacking workers during a recession and 
possibly having to train workers when demand expands. 
 
 There are a number of potential benefits of sub-contracting to urban informal sector 
enterprises.  First, orders for sub-contracting increase the demand for the enterprise’s output.  
Second, the urban formal sector may pay a higher price for the output than the urban informal 
sector enterprise could obtain by selling its product in the urban informal sector.  There may 
also be a downside to the sub-contracting arrangement from the point of view of the urban 
informal sector enterprise. Sub-contracting orders may follow a cyclical pattern and, unless 
the urban informal sector enterprise can meet increases in sub-contracting demand by 
employing casual labour, it will have to absorb the costs of a fluctuating labour force that are 
passed on by the urban formal sector enterprise. The need to meet high-quality standards in 
supplying output to the urban formal sector may make it difficult to use casual labour to meet 
cyclical fluctuations and raise the material and other costs of production. In summary, the 
costs and benefits of sub-contracting will vary from enterprise to enterprise, depending on the 
activity, the complexity of the production process and the degree of skill required. 
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Box 2:  Sub-contracting in the apparel industry in Lima 

 
In carrying out fieldwork for her thesis on the apparel industry in Lima, Eriko Togo (2001) interviewed both 
contractors and subcontractors on the pros and cons of sub-contraction.  
 
Contractors: There were a number of pros. Subcontracting helped to smooth out seasonal fluctuations in 
demand. Small enterprises could use specialist subcontractors to carry out difficult operations, such as 
embroidery or putting in zips. The cons were (i) failure of subcontractors to meet delivery dates, (ii) low 
quality of work and high reprocessing rate needed to reach required standard and (iii) lack of flexibility in face 
of changing demand. 
 
Subcontractors: Subcontracting provided extra demand and some found that the high standards demanded by 
contractors helped them improve the quality of their output and the efficiency of their operation. The cons were 
(i) orders were sometimes last minute and the requirements could change after work was started, (ii) 
complaints over late payment by contractors causing cash-flow problems. 
 
On balance, while some contractors and subcontractors had bad experiences and gave up, there were many 
satisfied customers in both groups; often when contractors and subcontractors were satisfied with each other’s 
performance, they would work together for years. 
 
Government’s help for subcontractors: Between 1991 and 1997, the Peruvian Government’s social 
development fund (FONCODES) organised four programmes to produce school uniforms to be distributed free 
to children of the rural poor. The production was to be carried out through large enterprises that would 
subcontract the work out to small firms. The first stage in the programme was to select small firms that 
appeared to have the potential to produce good quality work. The second stage involved personnel from the 
selected firms receiving training in production management from an industrial engineer and then training in 
sewing techniques.  The third stage involved providing technical assistance in the subcontractors’ workshops. 
 
The firms chosen were only eligible to take part in one programme, so the increase in demand from the 
programme was a one-off effect. However, the training raised the quality of the work produced by the 
successful firms and they were better able to compete for future business.  As one remarked, “it is teaching you 
to fish and not just giving you fish.”20 
 

 
4.2 Vulnerable groups  
 
 The process of globalization that has affected Latin America following the application 
of stringent structural adjustment programmes in many of the countries has exposed many 
workers, particularly those in the urban informal sector, to increasing decent work deficits. 
The ILO has a strong commitment to protecting groups that are vulnerable to the changes and 
likely to be under increasing pressure. This section will consider some of these groups and the 
problems they face. 
 
Gender issues 
 
 Some information on the participation rates for men and women workers disaggregated 
by age is presented in Table 12 for five Andean countries from 1980-1997.  The table shows 
that in all five countries in both of the sample years, the participation rates are lower for both 
sexes for the 15-24 year age group than for the 25-54 age group. Data to be presented later 
will show that the rate of open unemployment is particularly high for the younger age group.  
Comparing 1997 with 1980, the participation rate for men either falls (Bolivia and Ecuador) 
or stays virtually unchanged (Colombia, Peru and Venezuela). This is in marked contrast with 

                                                 
20 PREALC (1990) reports on an earlier programme in São Paulo where the State involved urban informal sector 
firms in the production of school furniture and fittings. 
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the situation for women, where the participation rate rises for all age groups but particularly 
for the 25-54 age group.   
 
 Further data on the disaggregation of employment by sex in the urban informal and 
formal sectors are presented in Table 13 for 12 Latin American countries.  A number of 
patterns emerge: 
 
• With the exception of Colombia in 1998, a higher percentage of women work in the urban 

informal sector than men; 
• The vast majority of domestic workers are women and, in some countries, such as 

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Mexico, Panama, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela, 
they constitute over 10% of women workers in the urban labour force; 

• In the urban informal sector in all countries, the majority of women are concentrated in 
the category of independent workers. This group is likely to be more difficult to bring into 
“decent work” programmes than those working in small firms.  This has implications that 
will be discussed below.  

 
 Table 14 presents data comparing the distribution of non-agricultural employment by 
economic activities and by sex for the 1990s. A number of interesting patterns emerge from 
the table.  First, for most countries, the percentage of employment in the goods sector fell 
during the 1990s, with a corresponding increase in employment in the service sector. Second, 
the great majority of women work in the service sector, the percentage ranging from 73.2% in 
Honduras in 1998 to 90.3% in Argentina in 1999. Finally, the majority of women in the 
service sector are involved in commerce and services, particularly services, with over 40% in 
nine of the countries covered in the table.  These results are consistent with data presented in 
Table 11, as commerce and services are core urban informal sector activities and are 
characterised by the involvement of a large proportion of own-account workers. 
 
 The ILO’s concept of decent work emphasizes gender issues, one of which is the 
question of gendered discrimination in the workplace. Here, it is important to differentiate 
between discrimination, in the sense of paying women less than men who are doing the same 
job, and segregation, a situation in which women are predominantly concentrated in certain 
occupations that pay low wages.  Macewan Scott (1995) illustrates the distinction by looking 
at the situation of domestic servants in Lima. About 90% of them were women, but their 
average earnings were only about 50% of the average paid to male domestic servants. 
However, when the definition of domestic servant was examined more closely, it covered a 
number of activities: female domestic servants were almost entirely doing work considered as 
semi-skilled (maids), while male domestic servants were performing work considered as more 
skilled, such as gardeners, chauffeurs or maintenance and repair men.  In other words, the 
difference in earnings seems to be due to the segregation of women into a semi-skilled, low 
pay category, rather than outright discrimination in paying different wages for the same job. 
 
Youth employment and unemployment 
 
 The data on youth unemployment during 1990-2000 presented in Table 15 present a 
disturbing picture, with extremely high rates that persist over the period in a number of 
countries (Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Panama, Uruguay and Venezuela). For those countries 
where the data are disaggregated by age, the unemployment rate tended to be higher for 
teenagers than for young adults.   
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 This phenomenon of high youth unemployment was the subject of detailed analysis in 
the ILO 2000 Labour Overview.  Also, in a separate study, Egger (1999) found that the rate of 
unemployment was inversely correlated with the level of income, with the rate of 
unemployment being four times higher for those with low incomes than those with high 
incomes.  These findings highlight the difficulties young workers have in finding employment 
and the particular problems faced by young workers from a low-income background.  As 
Table 16 shows, the unemployment rate decreases with increasing income, though the rate 
increased for all income groups over the period. 
 
 The study emphasises the point that economic growth is essential to increasing job 
opportunities for youth, but concludes that growth in itself is not enough; the authors of the 
study estimate that “an annual rate of GDP growth of over 7.0% - which is hardly achievable 
according to current projections - would be required just to maintain the rate of 
unemployment of the late 1990s” (ibid., p. 2). They note that the chance of finding a job in the 
formal sector depends on having previous work experience, which means that “a substantial 
portion of unemployed youths are caught in a vicious circle, where there is no way of finding 
a job without previous experience, nor the chance of acquiring previous experience without 
the opportunity of having a job” (p.3). They advocate the need to develop training 
programmes to provide the equivalent of work experience to new entrants in the labour 
market and to examine the extent to which educational systems in Latin American countries 
effectively focus on employment. 
 
 The study is also concerned with the quality of the jobs obtained by those youths who 
did find employment, as the great majority of new jobs were created in the informal sector.  
This trend meant that 57% of occupied non-farm youths in the 15-19 year old age group were 
employed in the informal sector by the end of the decade. For example, in 1990, 54% of 
youths occupied in the construction industry were in the informal sector, and the percentage 
had grown to 70% by the end of the period. The percentage of youths working in the services 
and commerce sectors rose from 54% in 1990 to 59% in 1999. 
 
 There is also concern about the degree of social security coverage for youths, 
particularly given the importance of the informal sector in creating jobs.  The study notes that: 
 

“Social security coverage varies in direct relation to employment formality: two 
out of each six youth occupied in the formal sector are covered, while coverage in 
the informal sector reaches just one in six. However, the number of covered 
youths in the formal sector decreased 12.6% for the period, calling attention to a 
process of growing job precariousness in the formal sector that may join the 
ongoing process of increasing informality during the decade” (p. 11). 

 
Child labour 
 
 Child labour is not confined to developing countries, and many children in developed 
countries, such as the United States of America or the United Kingdom, undertake paid work, 
such as delivering newspapers. Often, in such cases, the objective is to earn money for the 
child’s use rather than to boost the family’s income in a significant fashion. However, it is 
child labour in developing countries that has been the focus of concern and campaigning.  
According to information on the website of the statistical information and monitoring 
programme on child labour (SIMPOC) of the ILO, some 211 million children between the 
ages of 5 and 14 were working in developing countries in 2000 and, of these, 17.4 million 
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working children live in Latin America and the Caribbean. Within the 17.4 million, 67% are 
boys and 33% girls. 
 
 Household surveys carried out in many of the Latin American countries during the 
1990s attempted to collect data on the scale of child labour in the region. The results of these 
surveys are summarised in working papers released by the ILO’s International Programme on 
the Elimination of Child Labour - Sistema Regional de Información sobre Trabajo Infantil 
(SIRTI) - initiative.21 Information from these surveys is presented in Table 17 and, while the 
numbers are disturbingly high for many of the countries, it is likely that they underestimate 
the true scale of the problem. The reason for this is that the lower age used in some of the 
surveys of either 10 years or 12 years of age in the definition of child labour does not count 
younger children who are working. Evidence for this downward bias is the enumeration of 
child workers aged between 5-9 in Brazil and 5-11 in Costa Rica. 
 
 Where the summaries disaggregated the data, it was clear that the majority of 
enumerated child workers were male and rural.  Other evidence suggests that the majority of 
rural child workers work in agriculture and are unpaid family workers. 
 
 Both the ILO and UNICEF have been active over many years in opposing the use of 
child labour (see Bequele and Boyden, 1988, and Myers, 1991) and in arguing against all 
forms of child labour. However, those who advocate the abolition of child labour are aware 
that the majority of children work out of necessity rather than by choice. This awareness has 
led to a change in emphasis away from demanding a rapid elimination of child labour and 
towards targeting forms of child labour that are damaging to children - either physically, 
psychologically or both (Bequele and Myers, 1995; ILO, 1996; and UNICEF, 1997). 
Powerful publicity campaigns by both international agencies and NGOs, targeting 
manufacturers with well-known brand names for their use of child labour, have raised public 
awareness of the problem. 
 
 While there is an awareness that child labour makes an important economic contribution 
to the incomes of poor families, until recently the scale of this contribution has been hard to 
quantify in the absence of the relevant data on poor households. However, a number of 
household surveys have been carried out specifically to collect data on child labour. For 
example, Kassouf and Thomas (1998) present an analysis of data on child labour in Brazil 
collected in PNAD (1995).22  The results are presented in Box 3. 
 

                                                 
21 These are accessible at the website http://www.ILOlim.org.pe/spanish/260ameri/proyecto/ipec/. 
 
22 The statistical and econometric analysis in the paper was carried out by Ana Kassouf. 
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Box 3: The income pr oduced by child labour in Brazil in 1995 

 
The PNAD (1995) survey collected data on over 330,000 individuals from most areas in Brazil and examined 
the situation of working children aged between 5 and 14.  The overall findings were that: 
  
• 27% of children aged between 5-14 living in rural areas worked, while for urban children the figure was 

6%. 
• Most working children lived in rural areas; of working children aged 5-9, 75% were rural, as were 54% 

aged 10-14. 
• For children aged 5-9, over 50% were unpaid family workers (70% for rural males) and about 20% were 

producing for own consumption (over 40% for rural females). For those aged between 10-14, virtually 
none were in own consumption and only about 30% were in unpaid work. Nearly 50% of this age group of 
males were employees, while about 50% of females were domestic servants. 

• The average hours per week worked by children who did not go to school was 33.4, with 46% working 
more than 40 hours per week. The corresponding figures for children attending school who worked were 
22.7 hours per week and 14%. 

• A very high percentage of working children who got paid earned no more than 50 US cents per hour.  For 
5-9 year olds it was over 70% and highest in rural areas, while for 10-14 year olds it was over 50% in 
urban areas and over 70% in rural areas. 

• The average monthly per capita income for families with working children was about US$100 for urban 
areas and about US$50 for rural areas.  The corresponding average figures for families with non-working 
children were about US$175 and US$60. 

• For households with working children who are paid, the contribution of the children’s earnings to the total 
household income for urban (rural) households is as follows: between zero and 10% of household income 
33% (24%); 10 to 20% of household income 34% (35%); 20 to 30% of household income 15%(20%). 
Clearly a significant contribution for many households. 

 
 
 This summary of the situation in Brazil in 1995 suggests that a high percentage of young 
children work long hours for very low pay or as unpaid family workers, and their earnings 
make a significant contribution to the household income of many poor families. In this 
situation, it is unrealistic to propose banning all child labour without providing some income 
to compensate poor families.  Estimates for the cost of such a scheme in Brazil are presented 
in Box 4.  
 

Box 4:  A programme to reduce child labour in Brazil 
 

A number of solutions to the problem of child labour have been suggested. One is to pay the families the 
equivalent of what the children earn on the condition that the children attend school instead of working.  
Kassouf and Thomas (1998) calculated what such a scheme would cost in Brazil. They found that on average a 
working child earned 59.4 US cents an hour and worked on average 133.8 hours per month.  This gave average 
monthly earnings of US$79.5. Grossing up from the sample to the population, PNAD (1995) estimated there 
were 1,084,600 working children who were paid, so the total cost for Brazil would be US$86,169,000 per 
month. However, the working children who get paid are only 28.5% of the total estimated number of 3,811,447 
working children in Brazil. If the remaining children were to be brought into the scheme, the cost would rise to 
over US$300,000,000 per month. 
 
While there has been no attempt to solve the problem on the national scale by this method, UNICEF (1999) 
reports that working children in the federal district are targeted by the Bolsa-Escola programme, which 
provides about US$100 per month (roughly one minimum wage) to a family for each child that attends school, 
with the subsidy being lost if the child’s attendance falls below 90% during the school year. They report that 
“linked with efforts to improve the quality of primary education, the programmes have reduced drop-out 
rates.” (pp. 49-51). 
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Street children 
 
 A sub-group of working children which presents special problems is that of street 
children. Within this group, one may distinguish between children who work in the street but 
live at home, and those who both work and live in the street. The latter are an extremely 
vulnerable group, as in some countries, such as Brazil, Colombia and Guatemala, they have 
been the target of death squads, which have routinely killed these children as a way of 
“cleaning up” the central areas of major cities.23  Two approaches to deal with the problems of 
street children are illustrated below. Box 5 describes a Brazilian programme with an 
interesting approach to the problem of motivating children with very little educational 
experience. 
 

 
Box 5: Teaching working children in Brazil 

 
In Brazil, Projeto Axé has achieved international recognition for its imaginative educational work with the 
street children of Salvador. Its educators use an approach called the “pedagogy of desire” to enable the children 
to make plans for the future. “The most important thing,” says Axé’s founder Cesare de Florio la Rocca, “is to 
stimulate the child to dream and wish, and to offer a number of concrete opportunities to help the child realize 
those dreams .” Children not only learn to read and write. They can work while they study, silk-screening t-
shirts or making recycled paper products, and studying in Axés literacy programme. They can even attend 
Axé’s circus school, where they learn to juggle, clown or fly on a trapeze.  “Life on the streets is risky but also 
fascinating,” says Mr. La Rocca.  “These kids are used to risk.  Here, we create positive risks and challenges.” 
Axé has been so successful that it is now training other NGOs in its methodology of working with street 
children and with the municipal government to try to prevent children reaching the streets in the first place. 
(direct quotation from UNICEF (1997, p.57). 
 

 
Box 6 describes the Juconi Programme in Mexico, which is of particular interest as, in 

addition to targeting street children, it also seeks to educate their younger siblings to reduce 
the risk that they will end up working in the streets. 

                                                 
23 For further discussion of the problems of street children, see Boyden and Holden (1991), UNESCO (1995), 
Green (1998) and Hecht (1998). 
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Box 6: Building educational bridges for street working children and their younger siblings in Mexico 

 
The Fundación Junto con los Niños de Puebla (JUCONI) was founded in the provincial capital of Puebla, 
Mexico in 1989, with the aim of providing individualised support for street children, i.e., boys and girls who 
work in the streets. The children tend to have special educational needs, as their average school leaving age is 
about 9 to 10 years, even though the legal minimum is 16. 
 
One important feature of this programme is that it involves not only the street children, but their families, and 
provides educational support to their younger siblings to reduce the possibility that they will end up working in 
the street. “Children most at risk of street work are those for whom it is already a family survival strategy, not 
all poor children.” 
The programme operates in three stages: 
 
(a) Preparing for change: operation friendship lasts from one to six months and involves making contact with 

the children in the street and later in their homes, to counsel them and prepare them for life away from the 
street by providing new options. Complementary education is provided, both in the street and in the child’s 
home. 

(b) Intensive change: lasts from 12 to 18 months and involves help to families so that children can attend 
school and complementary education in the child’s home. Family counselling and educational support for 
younger siblings through a Montessori-styled kindergarten at day centres. As the education of the street 
children is improved, they are helped to find employment and to stop working on the streets. 

(c) Sustaining change: for two to three years after the child has left the “intensive change” service, project 
workers continue to visit and provide regular counselling, therapy and development activities for each 
youngster and his or her family. 

 
Source: CSC (1999). 
 
Migrants and immigrants 
 
 Migration is not a new phenomenon in Latin America; the data on the rapid and 
substantial urbanisation presented in Table 1 reflect the high rates of migration from rural 
areas to the cities that took place in the region.  Most of the early migrants were “economic” 
migrants, who went to the cities in search of a better standard of living. This generally meant 
higher earnings, but in many cases it also meant better access to health care and educational 
facilities.   
 
 In recent years, civil wars and the activities of terrorists and/or paramilitary groups have 
forced many people to migrate. In Peru, many campesinos who were caught in a cycle of 
violence between the terrorist group sendero luminoso and the military and police chose to 
migrate either to the nearest city or, in the majority of cases, to the capital, Lima. In 
Colombia, many have fled from the country to the cities to escape the attention of death 
squads and other paramilitary groups, which seem to work on the assumption that most 
peasants are either members of, or supporters of, the guerrilla groups that have been fighting a 
civil war since the late 1940s. While much of this migration is internal to the country 
concerned, violence and war may also cause those at risk to emigrate.24  Other non-economic 
incentives for migration or immigration may be climatic or environmental, such as the exodus 
of Nicaraguans and Hondurans to Costa Rica following the destruction caused by hurricane 
Mitch. 
 

                                                 
24 Basok (1993) contains an interesting account of how Salvadoreans fleeing from their civil war survived as 
refugees in Costa Rica. At the other end of the scale, there was a report in the August 1999 issue of Migration 
News of 65,000 middle-class Colombians emigrating to the United States in the first four months of 1999 to 
escape from violence and the risk of kidnapping for ransom. 
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 Most of the internal migrants find work in the urban informal sector, swelling the 
number of own-account workers, or some female migrants may go into domestic service.  The 
economic activities of immigrants depend to a large extent on whether they are legal 
immigrants. Neo-classical economists, whose jobs are rarely threatened by economic 
migrants, might argue that the process of globalization has not been completed successfully; 
while capital (both financial and physical) and management have been free to work abroad, 
labour has been restricted by immigration laws.25  However, workers in developing countries 
are aware that there are better paying jobs in more developed countries than those available at 
home, and wish to have access to them. 26  This has led to a great increase in the smuggling of 
illegal “economic” migrants into a number of countries.   
 

While the flow of illegal immigrants over the Mexican border into the United States is 
well publicised, there are tensions concerning illegal immigration within Latin America, as 
reported in various issues of Migration News.   

 
• In January 1999, the Argentine Government launched a crackdown on illegal immigrants - 

mainly from Bolivia, Paraguay and Peru - blaming them for much of the crime in Buenos 
Aires and causing unemployment among Argentineans. Analysts suggest that in reality 
most illegal immigrants were working informally, or in temporary jobs that paid no social 
security contributions, such as maids, seamstresses or construction workers. 

 
• In July 1999 the Nicaraguan President, Arnold Aleman, protested the way Costa Rican 

authorities were treating Nicaraguans violently and denying them due process before 
deporting them as illegal immigrants. Many Nicaraguans are seasonal migrants to Costa 
Rica to work in the coffee and sugar cane harvests. There are believed to be between 
500,000 and 700,000 Nicaraguans in Costa Rica, accounting for about 15% of the 
population. 

 
• In 2000, while Dominican Republic authorities were cracking down on an alleged 500,000 

illegal Haitian immigrants to the country, other Dominican Republicans were paying an 
average of US$640 to be smuggled to Puerto Rico by small boats across the 75-mile Mona 
Passage. Authorities estimate that about 5,000 Dominicans entered Puerto Rico illegally 
during 1997-99. While some of the successful illegal immigrants remain there, others 
move on as illegal immigrants to the United States, given the ease of travel from Puerto 
Rico.  An estimated 80,000 to 100,000 Dominicans were living in Puerto Rico in 1999. 

 
Immigration to the United States 
 
 Formal statistics, based on the 1990 US census, give the total of foreign-born residents 
as 19.77 million. Of these, 4.3 million were Mexican, while other large groups from Latin 
America were 286,000 from Colombia, 737,000 from Cuba, 348,000 from the Dominican 
Republic, 143,000 from Ecuador, 465,000 from El Salvador, 226,000 from Guatemala, 
225,000 from Honduras, 168,000 from Nicaragua and 144,000 from Peru.  However, there is 
general agreement that these official statistics do not include large numbers of illegal 
immigrants and that the actual number of foreign-born residents was much larger.  Since then, 
                                                 
25 Such arguments are discussed in Stalker (2000). 
 
26 The August 2000 issue of Migration News gives an example of a recently graduated Ecuadorian engineer who 
left a job earning US $90 per month in Ecuador to earn US $800 per month working informally (i.e. illegally) in 
a restaurant in Madrid. 
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the numbers of legal immigrants from Central America has decreased as many who were in 
the United States to escape the effects of civil wars have (officially) returned home. 
 
 More recent statistics reported in Migration News suggest much larger numbers: 
 
• An estimate that there are 600,000 immigrants from the Dominican Republic living in 

New York City makes it the second largest Dominican city in the world (June 2000). 
 
• The number of immigrants (both legal and illegal) from Ecuador in New York City makes 

it the third largest Ecuadorian city in the world.  
 
Remittances 
 
 One important aspect of immigration from Latin America to the United States is the 
money that migrants, both legal and illegal, remit to the countries from which they come. 
Some estimates published in various issues of Migration News: 
 
• The IMF estimated that about $6 billion per year goes from the US to Mexico in 

remittances that average about $300 each (July 1999).  See Box 7 below for an example of 
how remittances from Mexican migrants have improved conditions in their villages of 
origin. 

 
• The number of Nicaraguans in South Florida is estimated to have grown from about 

20,000 in 1980 to about 125,000 in 1990.  They are estimated to remit about $100 million 
a year (August 1999).  

 
• The 40,000 legal Honduran immigrants to the United States, plus a further 100,000 who 

are there illegally or on temporary visas, remit about $600 million a year, more than the 
$400,000 earned from coffee, the major export from Honduras (June 2000). 

 
Box 7: Mexican migration to the United States  

 
It was estimated in 1999 that about three of the eleven million of those born in the Mexican state of Michoacán 
were living in the United States.  Some living in the US are illegal immigrants and of those some go home for 
family events and re-enter the US again illegally. One 24-year-old illegal Michoacán migrant returning to 
Chicago after a Christmas vacation was earning $10.25 an hour and sending home $500 per month. He and a 
friend, who was a first-time illegal entrant, crossed the border near Nogales, Arizona and were smuggled away 
from the border for a $600 fee.  
 
Remittances are important to those who stay behind. An accountant from San Miguel Epejan estimated that 
remittances from village residents now in Illinois and Los Angeles provided 10% of the $650,000 cost of a 
seven-mile paved road to connect the village of 2,500 residents to the outside world. 
 
Other remittances have been used to create jobs. As Mexicans from Timbanal, a village of about 1,000 
inhabitants in Southern Guanajuato, moved up the job ladder in Napa county, California, they sent home 
remittances that established the first full-time jobs in their village - a 32-machine sewing factory. About 150 
people from Timbanal live in Napa and pooled their remittances under Governor Vincente Fox’s “mi 
comunidad” programme, which helps to form partnerships with remittance savings, with the State providing 
training for managers and workers.  The seamstresses in Timbinal are paid the area’s minimum wage - 30 pesos 
or $3 a day.  There are nine mi comunidad sewing projects in Guanajuato. 
 
Source: Migration News, issues of February 1999, p.1 and July 1999, p.2. 
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 The need to avoid detection leaves illegal immigrants particularly vulnerable to 
exploitation, as they are in a weak bargaining position with regard to the kind of work they 
can choose, the hours they work and the level of pay they can command .27 
 
 Of the vulnerable groups discussed in this report, immigrants, in general, and illegal 
immigrants, in particular, face difficult problems of political hostility in many of the receiving 
countries. At its 267th session in November 1996, the Governing Body of the ILO was 
concerned by the low number and declining rate of ratifications of the ILO’s instruments on 
migrant workers. At that time, the migration for employment (revised) Convention No. 97 of 
1949 had only been ratified by 41 member States and the 1975 migrant workers 
(supplementary provisions) Convention No. 143 by only 18 member States. There was 
agreement in 1999 to continue discussions with partners within the ILO, but this remains a 
difficult problem for the ILO to resolve .28 
 
People with disabilities 
 
 Reguera (1998, pp.22-23) takes a gloomy view of the position of disabled people in 
Latin America: 
 

“A disabled person living in a Latin American country today has a strong chance 
of finding himself or herself among the 3,000 million people in the world having 
to subsist on less than two dollars a day. This is the harsh consequence of 
belonging to one of the largest minorities in the world, whose members are all too 
frequently condemned to extreme poverty, unemployment and social isolation.  A 
bitter lot shared by over forty million persons - one in every ten persons - 
suffering from some sort of disability in Latin America. 
 
According to figures put forward by a number of international organizations, of 
the more than forty million disabled persons in Latin America, over twenty-five 
million are of working age, although lack of reliable data in this area does not 
allow us to make firm statements in this respect. While expressions of surprise at 
these figures are becoming increasingly frequent, this is due perhaps to the fact 
that low visibility is characteristic of this population. Its members are regulated 
to special circuits of care and are not usually to be found either in schools or 
everyday life or work. This population is invisible even to the employment 
statistics of its respective countries, which are in most cases quite unaware of its 
existence.” 

 
 In principle, this should not be the case.  A number of Latin American countries (Brazil, 
Colombia and Paraguay) have references to non-discrimination against disabled persons in 
their constitutions; others (Dominican Republic, Peru and Venezuela) have measures against 
discrimination written into labour codes, while yet others (Chile, Costa Rica and Ecuador) 
have legislation covering equal opportunities for the disabled.  Within the region, 15 countries 

                                                 
27 The problems faced by women migrants from Latin America working as domestic servants in the United 
States are described in Chang (2000) and Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001). 
 
28 An example of the negative pressure on politicians in relation to migrants is the situation in the UK in recent 
years. The Labour Government has been severely criticised by the Conservative opposition party and the popular 
press for not being tough and expelling large numbers of asylum seekers on the grounds that their claims for 
asylum were bogus and they were actually ‘economic migrants’.   
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have ratified the 1983 Convention No. 159 relating to vocational rehabilitation and 
employment (disabled persons).  However, the level of implementation has been very low. 
 
 As Reguera suggests, it is difficult to get disaggregate data on the disabled to classify 
them into those who are born disabled as opposed to those who become disabled through 
some accident or other event.29  Nor is it easy to get information on the kind of disability, 
whether physical or mental or both.  The problems of a disabled homeworker in Argentina are 
described in Box 8. 
 

 
Box 8: Problems for a disabled homeworker in Argentina 

 
A disabled Argentinean, Pedro, had difficulties as a homeworker. He was 42 years old, married with five 
children, had an incomp lete secondary education, and had completed a large number of short courses 
(computing, telemarketing, etc.). He called himself a telemarketer, with a training course provided by the 
Ministry of Labour, which he discovered through a foundation that helps disabled persons. He accepts 
telemarketing work, depending on what he can get and what is offered to him, often through the foundation.  
 
A number of experiences ended badly. In 1994, he worked as a telemarketer from home, for a health insurance 
company.  The databases that the company gave him for making telephone calls were of no use as they were out 
of date. Consequently, he sold nothing and even lost money because the company only paid part of the 
telephone bill and not what he had spent. 
 
On another occasion, he “made masses of sales”.  The first and second months this company paid him correctly, 
but the third month they failed to pay his sales commission (although he received the salary of $100 per month). 
 
The problem is a recurrent one: on the one hand to get the company to hand over the money to pay the telephone 
bill (by the deadline); and, on the other, to get them to pay the commission when there is no way of verifying 
whether the sale was made. 
 
He has had only one work contract, but without benefits (pension and social security) and agreed verbally. He 
has a paper from one company relating to a debt of $164, but he can do little to collect it (among other reasons, 
because he would have to spend money that he does not have on special transport in order to carry out the 
formalities).  He maintains that homeworkers are more exploited and companies more likely to renege than with 
other workers 
 
In his last job as a telemarketer, he had to work on a company’s premises.  He was required to register as an 
independent worker, as the contract was between the company and the foundation and he had to enrol in order to 
invoice the foundation to be paid. He resigned because the pay was too low and had to cancel his independent 
worker’s registration, as he could not afford to continue it. 
 
 Source: ILO SEED (2001, pp. 29-30). 
 
 The term “disabilities” tends to suggest physical and mental problems - such as people 
who are crippled, blind or mentally ill - but one must remember that poverty is an important 
factor in this context. Poverty can be the cause of poor housing conditions and sanitation, 
which in turn can cause disabilitating illnesses and malnutrition of expectant mothers and of 
children. To illustrate this point, consider the results of the following medical studies of the 
economic effects of illness presented in Box 9. 
 

                                                 
29 In a number of Latin American countries, many of the disabled have been injured by anti-personnel mines. 
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Box 9: Health and productivity: returns to health care 
 
Cortez (2000) carried out an econometric analysis of the 1995 national household survey (ENAHO) of Peru.  
The survey collected socio-economic and demographic data on nearly 20,000 households and about 99,000 
persons. The author constructed an econometric model to explain the determinants of hourly wages for adult 
men and women in rural and urban areas of Peru. One important explanatory variable was the number of 
reported days of illness and Cortez found that the model predicted that the reduction of one reported day of 
illness per month would increase the wage rate of urban and rural women by 3.4% and 6.2% respectively. For 
men the increase is higher - 4.7% and 14.2% in urban and rural areas, respectively. “Consequently, public and 
private investment in health should be recognized as mechanisms for increasing household income, principally 
in rural areas where rates of return to health are high.” (Cortez, p. 189). 
 
Espinosa, Hernández and Savedoff (2000) analysed data for Nicaragua collected in the 1993 living standard 
survey to study the links between health variables, broadly defined and productivity. The results suggested that 
poor health could reduce productivity by up to 58%. Important health related variables were the condition of 
urban housing, rural sanitation and the supply of preventive care services by nurses. A community programme, 
casa mujer, in which women organize to provide public services, also has a demonstrably positive impact on the 
health of rural men and both rural and urban women. The authors pointed out that there were some problems 
with the data, in the form of errors in the questionnaires, sampling and data processing and that these, coupled 
with the country’s difficult political, economic and social transition during the early 1990s, may have 
contributed to the reduced explanatory power of the models being estimated. 
 
 
 The gap between paper schemes to benefit the disabled and the reality is considerable 
and likely to get worse.  A high proportion of disabled people have not worked in occupations 
where they have contributed to benefit schemes and so do not qualify. For those who have, 
the move towards an increasing reliance on private insurance to top up state programmes is 
particularly difficult for the disabled, given the high cost of getting cover for them. The ILO 
view was pessimistic (ILO 2000, p.107): 
 

“Countries that have established mandatory retirement savings systems, notably 
those in Latin America, have separate insurance provisions for disability and 
survivors. Workers covered by these systems are required to pay an extra 
contribution for such benefits and their pension funds can reinsure their liabilities 
with an insurance company. The changeover from social insurance to private 
insurance has affected the conditions that workers must satisfy in order to receive a 
disability pension.  It is no longer sufficient to have completed a qualifying period; it 
is also necessary to be currently insured, for example in Chile, during the month 
immediately prior to becoming disabled. These tighter requirements have left many 
workers unprotected in the event of disability. Women, who have more interruptions 
in employment than men, are particularly affected” (ibid., p. 107). 

 
 Having analysed the main forms of decent work deficits in Latin America, the next 
section will discuss a variety of organizations that are operating in Latin America, either 
directly or indirectly, and some of the policies that have  been, or could be, adopted to tackle 
the problems highlighted above. 
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5. Reducing decent work deficits: the role of governments, institutions, 
the ILO, other UN/bilateral agencies, NGOs, and others 

 
 There is a large number of bodies that are or could be involved in reducing decent work 
deficits in any particular country in Latin America.  Some are native to the country concerned; 
others are international. Some work alone, others work in collaboration with other 
organizations. In what follows, the report will illustrate some of the ways in which these 
bodies could tackle the problem of decent work deficits, rather than give a complete catalogue 
of all possible agencies. 
 
5.1 National organizations  
 
Government 
 
 The government of a country can play a crucial role in reducing decent work deficits 
through its power to legislate and enforce the law, control the country’s finances and 
determine the allocation of resources.  In practice, however, it may be easier to legislate than 
to enforce the resulting law.  As reported in the April 2000 issue of Migration News: 
 

“Lawmakers in Guatemala for the fourth time postponed action on the juvenile and 
infancy code, a bill aimed at child labour and prostitution.  Opponents of the bill, 
including the leaders of the governing Guatemalan revolutionary front, believe it is 
a costly, unenforceable law that would do little to help children. The bill was to 
become law on March 3, 2000, but lawmakers suspended it in late February.” 

 
 This illustrates the need to consider the resource implications and the infrastructure 
requirements involved in the implementation of well-meaning legislation.  It could be argued 
that passing laws or ratifying ILO Conventions that cannot be enforced may give a 
misleadingly positive impression that problems have been solved, when in fact nothing has 
changed. 
 
 However, where resources are available and used imaginatively, the results can be 
positive. This is illustrated by two examples. First, Box 10 describes a Chilean programme for 
training women heads of households living in urban communes who are below the poverty 
line. 
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Box 10: A multi-institutional programme for women heads of households in Chile 
 
The occupational training programme for women heads of households of Chile (PMJH) is a multi-institutional 
programme coordinated by the National Women’s Service (SERNAM).  It began as a pilot in 1992 and 
expanded nationally in 1994. From the outset, PMJH had widespread political support that was expressed both 
through the provision of an adequate budget and also through allowing sufficient time to pilot the scheme and 
evaluate the results before launching it nationally. 
 
The general objectives are to improve the economic capacity of women who head households, to raise the 
standard of living of them and their families and to combat discrimination against them. The multi-institutional 
approach aims to integrate five parallel and complementary lines of action: occupational training, childcare, 
housing, health and legal advice.   
 
The objective is that women will graduate from the training programme with the technical and social training to 
be able to perform with personal independence in the world of labour. They should know their legal rights and 
be able to make use of existing institutional networks to obtain their rights.  
 
By 1998, the training programme had reached 37,000 women and it is planned to cover 63,000 women by 2001.  
The main focus is on women heads of households who are below the poverty line and living in urban communes 
of more than 30,000 inhabitants. 
 
Source: CINTERFOR (2000), pp. 29-30. 
 
 The second example is a Mexican Government training programme for micro, small and 
medium-sized enterprises that is interesting in terms of the high degree of decentralisation 
involved (Box 11). 
 

 
Box 11: Training for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises in Mexico 

 
Support for these enterprises has increased significantly in Mexico since 1988, when the integral quality and 
modernization programme (CIMO) was established by the Ministry of Labour and Social Security, in response 
to their needs for training, information, consulting services and technical assistance. 
 
CIMO operates through a structure of training promotion units (UPCs), distributed in strategic locations 
throughout Mexico, within intermediate entrepreneurial organizations, in order to achieve economies of scale 
through their capacity to organise groups of firms in particular activities, groups of suppliers to concentrate on 
common subjects or problems. 
 
An example of a CIMO operation is the Puebla Competitiveness Development Centre (CEDECOM).  This is 
the result of joint work carried out by CIMO and the National Chamber of Manufacturing Industries 
(CANACINTRA) and arose from a CIMO UPC in Puebla that undertook systematic and sustained work on 
training, quality and productivity programmes with micro, small and medium-sized firms of the most 
representative sectors in the region.  
 
What makes this approach to training interesting is the degree of decentralisation. Although CIMO was 
originally a government initiative, its approach is participatory, decentralised and flexible, incorporating joint 
action with employers’ associations and the firms that will benefit from the programme. Thus, the UPCs are 
not merely outstations of a central agency, but rather local units that can promote a methodology that is 
appropriate to the firms in the programme and their organizations. 
 

Source: CINTERFOR (2000), p. 26. 
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Institutions 
 
 Among the institutions that can play a part in the reduction of decent work deficits, two 
of particular importance are trade unions and the church. 
 
Trade unions  
 
 Trade unions played an important part in the past in representing workers’ rights in the 
labour market.  However, as has been illustrated in Table 5, trade union coverage has declined 
in recent years, thus reducing the power of these institutions to carry as much weight as they 
did before. The growth in informality in the urban formal sector and the privatisation of 
former state enterprises that were the homes of strong trade unions mean that institutions that 
wish to represent workers will need to solve the problem of reaching out to contact the 
workers they want to represent. This may mean working with other organizations that have 
contacts with the target group and who could act as an intermediate link.  Some recent results 
of trade union involvement in work with the disabled are reported in Box 12.  
 

 
Box 12: Trade union support for disabled people 

 
Although in the past disabled workers were not high on the agenda of trade unions, Reguera (1998) reports a 
number of initiatives that trade unions have undertaken in Latin America in relation to the disabled in recent 
years. 
 
In September 1993, local trade unions took part in a seminar/workshop in San Salvador. El Salvador is a country 
that emerged from civil war with thousands of disabled victims and the trade unions were concerned with their 
role in the implementation of National Decree No.247 that obliged private and state enterprises to employ one 
disabled worker for every 50 workers. 
 
In Uruguay in November 1996, a programme was begun in which representatives of the workers at the Social 
Security Bank, the National Employment Board and the National Health and Employment Committee started to 
hold meetings with delegates from the most representative organizations of disabled persons in the country.  
These meetings led to the formal constitution of the Inter-social Committee on Disability, Employment 
Integration and Social Security (COMINT) with the objective of coordinating action and joining forces. At a 
seminar that was organised by COMINT in June 1997 and attended by 73 trade unions, associations and 
institutions of disabled persons, among the proposals approved was one to remove from the country’s 
constitution an article prohibiting the admission of immigrants with physical or mental impairments. 
 
In November 1997, a meeting of the MERCOSUR countries and Chile on the subject of the socio-economic 
integration of disabled persons established priorities for a sub-regional programme involving trade unions 
working through MERCOSUR’s Economic and Social Consultative Forum. The priorities were (i) to have the 
subject of disability included in the MERCOSUR agenda; (ii) to progress towards a harmonization of policies, 
programmes and legal standards; and (iii) to develop appropriate machinery for sub-regional coordination. 
 
 
The Church 
 
 Given the religious homogeneity of Latin America and the high level of religious faith 
of the population, the Church has the potential to play an important part in reducing decent 
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work deficits.30  While the earlier development of “liberation theology” by writers such as 
Gustavo Gutiérrez and José Luis Segundo found favour neither with the Catholic hierarchy in 
Latin America nor with Rome, priests and other members of the Church working at the local 
level have been able to provide valuable links with local populations and in particular to 
international NGOs, such as CIIR and CAFOD, as discussed below. There has also been some 
vigorous activity in recruiting followers on the part of a number of Evangelical Protestant 
sects in a number of countries. 
 
NGOs 
 
 There are large numbers of NGOs concerned with many aspects of decent work deficits 
operating in Latin America. In addition to raising funds from donors within the country, many 
are now collaborating with overseas agencies that provide funding and/or expertise in setting 
up new programmes. As an example, the work of local NGOs in operating micro-credit 
programmes in association with an overseas NGO, ACCION International, will be discussed 
later in this section. 
 
Grass-roots organizations  
 
 Necessity often leads people to join together in forming various kinds of groups and 
associations. Street vendors form associations to resist the efforts of shopkeepers to drive 
them off the streets.  Small informal enterprises often locate in the same area (such as garment 
workshops in la Victoria in Lima) and form associations to further their mutual interests.  
Women working together in communal kitchens and ad hoc committees negotiating with 
local authorities and loose groupings of neighbours agitating for communal action exist within 
the shanty towns where many of those suffering decent work deficits live. These grass-roots 
organizations have a potential role to play in decent work deficits, as they provide links 
through which local people may participate in social dialogue and help make decisions that 
affect their economic condition.  Examples of their involvement in social protection schemes 
are given in Box 13. 

                                                 
30 With some minor exceptions, the region that now comprises Latin America was conquered by only two 
countries, Portugal and Spain, and this imposed a high degree of linguistic homogeneity on the region.  With the 
exception of Brazil, the other countries are all Spanish speaking and this makes possible a high level of 
communication between citizens in the different countries. For example, there are few linguistic difficulties 
facing international migrants within the region. Both Portugal and Spain are Catholic countries and that religion 
was also imposed on the new colonies. This gives the region a religious and cultural homogeneity that is absent 
in the other two regions. This point is made not to suggest some superiority of one religion over others, but to 
note that attitudes to employment and other economic activities may be more uniform in Latin America and may 
be different to those in other regions or countries that have different religious and cultural norms. Thus, the 
reactions of society and government to policies on the position of women, their freedom to work and the kind of 
activities they can undertake may be more uniform in Latin America than in Africa or Asia. 
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Box 13: Some examples of social protection schemes in Latin America 
 

Lund and Srinivas (1999) consider a gendered approach to social protection in the informal economy. They 
argue that social protection may be seen in terms of risk management and that four important elements affect the 
level of risk: (i) the sector or subsector in which the person operates; (ii) the status of the worker (i.e. formal 
sector, informal sector or both); (iii) family circumstances and stage in the life cycle; and (iv) the regulatory and 
institutional environment, including “the extent to which patriarchal and cultural relations define the rights of 
women and labour” (p.30). They give two examples of social protection programmes operating in Latin 
America. 
 
Case 1: AMUANDES (Asociación mutual “Los Andes”), Colombia is a mutual benefit society dealing with the 
health needs of those living in urban poverty in Barrio Bolivar, Bogotá. In April 1999, when it began to deliver 
benefits, it had 3,500 fema le and 12,574 male members/beneficiaries of the health scheme. Over 50% of all 
beneficiaries were excluded from social security schemes and fell below the locally defined poverty line. The 
scheme focuses on the urban slums in Bogotá and offers subscribers (1) preventive care and health promotion, 
(2) out-patient care, (3) hospital treatment and (4) medicines. The members participate in the management of the 
scheme through a general assembly. The financing is through members’ contributions, together with voluntary 
contributions by non-members and other organizations and non-state subsidies from development agencies, 
donors, etc. Lund and Srinivas conclude that “It appears viable and sound in quality and effectiveness. The 
interest in the micro-health insurance scheme by the community has been strong. Community members have 
been noticeably involved and united over the past 3 years in the promotion process, organization and training of 
leaders. Moreover, it appears to have promoted the development of different projects of community 
improvement in the area.” (Appendix, pp.1-2). 
 
Case 2:  IPTK - Seguro Universal de Salud del IPKT, Bolivia. The Instituto Politécnico Tomas Katari (IPTK) in 
Sucre, Bolivia instituted a mutual health insurance scheme (MHIS) that was set up in February 1996 and began 
to deliver the first benefits in March 1996. The scheme provides around 35,000 consultations each year and is 
open to the public. More than 50% of the members have either been excluded from other social security 
schemes or have incomes below the poverty line. Members do not participate in the running of the scheme other 
than in deciding the choice of health services covered. The scheme covers basic health-care services, comprising 
preventive care and health promotion, as well as out-patient care, medicines and other services, such as 
gynaecological-obstetric treatment. The bulk of the revenue comes through members’ contributions and non-
state subsidies from development agencies, donors, etc.  Lund and Srinivas conclude: “An alternative system of 
health care is of great importance in the area since most people do not have access to health services. With Bs. 
10 per person/year (less than US$2), they can count on quality health care through the IPTK-run MHIS. All the 
medical and paramedical professionals are highly qualified with legally-recognised special courses from the 
Colegio Médico de Bolivia. The scheme is of much interest to workers in the informal economy, students and 
homebased workers. Furthermore, to reach younger groups, at the beginning of each May, an educational 
establishment of 650 students is admitted to the insurance scheme. The institutional policy is to strengthen the 
health insurance even further.” (Appendix, p.8). 
 
 
International organizations 
 
Governments 
 
 The European Union (EU) is the largest group of countries providing aid to developing 
countries from within its budget. In addition, most individual developed countries, including 
those in the EU, have development budgets that fund programmes in developing countries. As 
well as direct aid programmes, governments also support the international agencies through 
their budget contributions, and some governments also support particular programmes being 
carried out by international organizations, such as the Danish Government’s involvement with 
the ILO’s inter-regional project on “Homeworkers in the Global Economy” and the German 
Government’s contributions to the ILO’s International Programme on the Elimination of 
Child Labour (IPEC). 
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5.2 International organizations 
 
 The end of World War II saw the establishment of a number of international 
organizations. The Bretton Woods agreement led to the creation of the World Bank (WB) and 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), while a gathering in San Francisco of the 
representatives of 50 countries victorious in the Second World War established the United 
Nations Organization (UN).  Other organizations were set up under the auspices of the UN, 
such as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), while organizations such as the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), which had been established in 1919, were brought 
within the orbit of the UN. 
 
 International organizations operate in different ways and have different constituents. 
UNICEF campaigns on issues affecting children, such as child labour, and raises funds to 
spend on aid programmes. In contrast, the ILO’s role is to operate a tripartite system of 
negotiation between governments, business and labour, carrying out research and providing 
advice to help produce conventions and recommendations that determine the basic rules in the 
labour market in the countries that ratify the conventions. 
 
 One international institution that could play a role in maintaining labour standards 
worldwide is the World Trade Organization (WTO).  Currently, it has the power to take action 
against countries or organizations that provide export subsidies that are judged to breach 
trading regulations. If a majority of countries took the view that the actions of multinational 
firms in moving (or threatening to move) production from one low-wage country to another 
constituted a violation of core labour standards, WTO could take action to penalise companies 
who paid less than an agreed-upon minimum wage or failed to establish or maintain decent 
standards for working conditions.  
 
NGOs 
 
 There is a large number of foreign NGOs working in Latin America. Some, like 
OXFAM, have a broad remit to deal with issues across a spectrum of poverty and disaster 
relief. Others, such as Save the Children or Womankind Worldwide, focus on the needs of 
children and women, respectively. Many are secular, but some, such as the Catholic Institute 
for International Relations (CIIR) and the Catholic Agency for Overseas Development 
(CAFOD), have links with the Catholic Church. Over the years, foreign NGOs have moved 
away from a “top down” approach to aid work, in which programmes were designed by the 
agencies and imposed on the groups being targeted. There is now a more participatory 
approach that frequently involves working with local NGOs, who can provide links to the 
target group and help them to participate in the programme as it evolves. 
 
 As an example of the work of a foreign NGO, consider the activities of ACCIÓN 
International in providing micro-credit in Latin America. ACCIÓN, a Boston-based NGO, 
was founded in 1961. After a number of years providing general development aid, in 1973 it 
began a pioneering micro-credit programme in Recife, Brazil. This was the first micro-credit 
programme in Latin America.  One model used by ACCIÓN was the method of group- lending 
developed by Muhammad Yunus in the Grameen Bank, in Bangladesh. 31  ACCIÓN’s 
                                                 
31 The basic success of the Bank is that it has a simple way of solving the asymmetric information problem that 
arises in markets when the buyers (or sellers) have more information than the sellers (or buyers). To judge 
whether a potential borrower is creditworthy may involve a bank in an expensive investigation, although the 
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methodology was to work with local organizations, providing the expertise and training to 
enable them to set up and operate the credit programmes.32 
 
 The micro-credit programme was successful and grew, and by the end of 2000, 
ACCIÓN was associated with 18 micro-credit programmes in 13 Latin American countries.  
Information on the scale of the micro-credit programmes is presented in Table 18. 
 
 In summary, the active portfolio of loans was over US$274 million, with over 460,000 
clients averaging about US$600 per loan. One noticeable feature of the credit programmes is 
that in 14 of the 18 programmes, women form at least 50% of the members and the average 
percentage of women members in all 18 programmes is 70%.  This reflects the view of many 
NGOs that women have particular problems in obtaining credit and that there is a need to 
gender the provision of micro credit.33  The effect of a micro-credit programme on one woman 
migrant in Venezuela is illustrated in Box 14. 
 

                                                                                                                                                        
information it seeks may be well known within the community. The Grameen Bank’s requirement is that the five 
members of a group to whom a loan will be made and whose members will all be sanctioned if anyone defaults 
on the loan must be self-selected. This ensures that those coming together to form a group will avoid joining 
with those who are dishonest, irresponsible or otherwise unlikely to repay their share of the loan. That way the 
Bank gets reliable borrowers without incurring the costs of checking their creditworthiness. 
 
32 For an evaluation of some of the early micro credit programmes in Latin America, see Mezzera (1993). 
 
33 Numerous studies of the Grameen Bank and its clones in other countries have judged the model to be a success 
on the criteria that (i) the Bank’s charges are realistic and cover the costs of its operation, (ii) the default rates are 
very low, usually running at under 5% of the portfolio and (iii) having realistic charges and a high repayment 
rate enables the bank to grow and attract outside finance to expand. However, there have been fewer published 
studies examining the success of the bank from the point of view of how much good the loans do the borrowers.  
One criterion that has been used in a number of evaluations has been the amount of paid employment created as 
a result of the credit programme, but this measure of success contains a potential gender bias. The original 
Grameen Bank was specifically targeted at poor women and many of its clones in Latin America adopted a 
similar approach. They often had special credit programmes either entirely or largely for women borrowers, 
usually concentrated in commerce or home production, as well as running programmes for manufacturing, often 
predominantly for men.  The outcome tended to be that paid employment was generated through providing credit 
to men in the manufacturing programmes, rather than through loans to women in the commerce, home 
production programmes. In those programmes, increases in economic activity that resulted from the credit 
tended to generate more input from unpaid family members rather than increases in paid employment (see 
Thomas, 1995).  
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Box 14: Micro credit and the urban informal sector - an example from Latin America 

 
Belén Jaimes Mendoza, client of Bangente, Caracas: Belén Mendoza migrated from Colombia to Venezuela  
almost 20 years ago, hoping to find a better life in a country that was prospering from oil exports. But, in the late 
90s, with oil revenues waning and joblessness on the rise, Belén struggled to get ahead. She worked as a 
seamstress in a factory before deciding to strike out on her own.  
 
“I knew I would never get anywhere working in the factory, so I decided to work for myself,” she says. 
 
Belén began making children’s and women’s clothes out of her cinderblock home. But she had little space to 
work in her overcrowded house, which she and her family shared with another family of five. With only one 
sewing machine and little money for fabric, she couldn’t meet the large orders her buyers demanded. 
 
To expand she needed capital, but conventional banks required collateral. Belén had nothing to offer them. 
Bangente was different. “They didn’t require that we have money in the bank, or that we fill out tons of 
paperwork. I just have to pay the loans back on time.” 
 
Before her $600 loan from Bangente, Belén sewed about 100 articles per week.  Today, with extra money to buy 
material, she averages 250. With her increased income, Belén and her husband have sent their eldest daughter to 
university and bought their house outright, giving them the space they need to work productively. 
 
Source: Selected from client profiles on the ACCIÓN international website www.accion.org/programs  
(accessed on 12 August 2001). 
 
Increasing ease of communication 
 
 The rapid development of electronic communication and, in particular the use of the 
internet, has revolutionised the exchange of information.  NGOs have not been slow to see the 
possibilities of using the internet, and a number of organizations have set up websites both to 
publicise their work and to contact those they wish to help.  Examples are HomeNet, set up in 
1994 to work on behalf of home-based workers, and StreetNet, set up in 1995 to work with 
street vendors. This development has considerable potential, both for increasing public 
awareness of decent work deficits issues and for increasing contact with and participation by 
those who need the help. 
 
Public opinion 
 
 The financial health of many first world NGOs depends on their ability to tap into public 
opinion positively in order to generate regular contributions to their ongoing programmes and 
special funding to respond rapidly to emergencies as they occur. In recent years, a number of 
NGOs have seen the possibilities of going beyond this and using public opinion as a weapon 
to be used to fight social and economic injustice. Leading up to the millennium, Christian Aid 
and Jubilee 2000 organised massive publicity campaigns to persuade members of the public to 
support actively the drive to convince the first world governments to pressure the World Bank 
and the IMF to cancel the debt of all poor countries and not just those that were specified as 
being heavily indebted poor countries (HIPC). 
 
 While the violence of some of the demonstrators at Seattle and Genoa received most 
media coverage, the striking feature of those events was the large number of people who went 
to demonstrate peaceably. Public opinion may take time to influence politicians and 
international institutions, but it can be very effective if it is given economic force. 
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 Other campaigns have enlisted public opinion for support in improving labour 
conditions in Third World countries. Some have focused on the use of child labour in the 
production of goods marketed by leading multinational companies and persuaded the public 
not to buy the products until they were convinced that children were no longer being 
exploited.  Box 15 gives an example of public opinion affecting wages and labour conditions 
in El Salvador. 
 

 
Box 15: Public opinion and sweated labour 

 
Freer trade results in the shifting of some jobs, such as sewing garments, from higher to lower wage countries.  
In an effort to force US-based multinational firms to improve conditions in foreign sewing shops, US-based 
groups such as Fair Labor Association, Sweatshop Watch and the National Labor Committee have called for 
boycotts of the products of Gap and Nike until they improve wages and working conditions in their overseas 
factories. 
 
Charter (formerly Mandarin International) is a sewing factory in El Salvador owned by Taiwanese investors that 
makes products for Gap. After a strike that led most US retailers to stop buying garments sewn by Gap, Charter 
raised wages from $0.55 to $0.60 an hour and unlocked bathrooms. Gap appointed local leaders as monitors of 
wages and working conditions. 
 
The Government of El Salvador prepared a report critical of working conditions in foreign-owned sewing 
factories such as Charter in August 2000, but did not release it, saying it was technically flawed.  In an effort to 
influence the US Government, US activists released the report in May 2001. It said that many foreign-owned 
sewing factories set very high production quotas for Salvadoran workers, and that many factories required 
workers to work extra hours without pay to fulfil their quotas up to 80-hour weeks. The factories systematically 
prevented unions from gaining a foothold, with managers firing union members and supporters. 
 
Activists hoped that releasing the report would force any new trade agreement to include labour protection.  
They emphasized that the Government of El Salvador’s report acknowledged problems, but the Government felt 
that it could not enforce its own laws without jeopardising jobs. El Salvador has 229 sewing factories with 
79,000 employees; 80% of them women. None has a union contract, and most earn $20 to $30 per week.  El 
Salvador exported $1.6 billion worth of apparel in 2000. 
 
Source: Migration News, June 2001, p. 1. 
 
Participation 
 
 The national and international agencies that have a potential role in reducing decent 
work deficits were listed individually in this section for ease of presentation, but as some of 
the examples above have shown, there is considerable scope for cooperation between different 
agencies in approaching problems of decent work deficits reduction.   
 
 While the listing here has been selective, it shows the range of organizations that have a 
role to play in reducing decent work deficits and presents some examples of how different 
agencies can act in partnership in tackling problems.  
 
6.  Conclusions   
 
 In the early 1970s, when the ILO developed the concept of the urban informal sector to 
describe the activities of independent workers and small enterprises that operated outside the 
urban formal sector, there was a sharp distinction between labour market conditions in the two 
sectors. The typical worker in the urban formal sector was male, working full-time in 
manufacturing, a trade union member and who enjoyed a high degree of job protection and 
social security. In this context, it was possible to see the urban formal sector as a goal to 
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which policies for the urban informal sector could and should aim, even though progress 
towards “formalising” the informal might be limited and slow. 
 
 In the context of a globalizing world, the sharp distinction between formal and informal 
economic activity is less clear than it was thirty years ago.  Among the effects noted in section 
2 were (i) a decline in trade union coverage; (ii) an increasing proportion of workers on 
temporary labour contracts or without any contract; (iii) an average minimum wage in Latin 
America that was below its level in 1980; (iv) high levels of open unemployment; and (v) a 
problem of underemployment in many countries. The typical urban formal sector worker is no 
longer a full-time, male industrial worker, but is more likely to be a worker in the service 
sector, a part-time woman worker or someone on a short-term contract. Trade union 
membership has declined, and many workers now have to make private contributions to social 
security programmes.   
 
 The ILO has a long history of protecting vulnerable groups, and the problems facing a 
number of these were considered in the report for (i) women; (ii) young workers faced with 
high levels of unemployment; (iii) child labour, including street children; (iv) migrants and 
immigrants; and (v) disabled people. 
 
 The “informalisation” of the urban formal sector has made the situation in the urban 
formal sector labour market a moving target, and the earlier objective of “formalising” the 
urban informal sector has become more difficult to define and operationalise.  The ILO’s new 
emphasis on decent work explicitly addresses the economic and social situation of workers in 
the urban informal sector and provides different policy opportunities. 
 
 Starting with the four pillars of decent work - basic labour rights, employment, social 
protection and social dialogue - the report explored the concept and evaluated the decent work 
deficits likely to affect independent workers, employees in small enterprises and members of 
the vulnerable groups discussed above. The conclusions were that the deficits they are likely 
to face would be lack of (i) control over earnings and working conditions; (ii) education and 
training; (iii) access to credit; (iv) representation; (v) social protection; (vi) protection from 
discrimination; and (vii) protection from exploitation. 
 
 The report considered a range of organizations and the role they could play in reducing 
decent work deficits. These organizations ranged from governments (both national and 
foreign), through institutions (both national and international), NGOs (both national and 
international) to grass-roots organizations involving those who were suffering the deficits. It 
was argued that good results were often obtained when the different organizations acted in 
unison and that it was crucial that those who were to be helped were active participants in the 
process. 
 
 Case studies were presented illustrating a range of the decent work deficits faced by a 
number of the groups discussed earlier in the report and the way in which different 
organizations had contributed to reducing the decent work deficits. There are clearly some 
interesting innovations in the approach to tackling some of the problems.  For example, Box 6 
demonstrates the need to include the younger siblings of child workers in programmes to 
reduce child labour, in order to protect them from the same fate. 
 
 With respect to the role of the ILO in reducing decent work deficits, there are a number 
of important areas for action. First, there is a need to encourage greater representation for 
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workers, though not only through conventional trade union coverage. With the shift away 
from industrial production into the service sector and more involvement of women and 
independent workers, it will be necessary to develop alternative models and coalitions to 
bring such workers together.  Second, given the dramatic fall in the real value of the minimum 
wage in a number of Latin American countries, the ILO should use its influence to raise the 
minimum wage where possible. Finally, the high levels of youth unemployment suggest that 
there should be the serious investment of resources in education and training for this group, as 
increases in human capital would have a pay-off over a considerable period.34 
  

                                                 
34 In some countries, an appropriate policy would be to increase the amount of government expenditure on 
education and to focus the exp enditure on primary and secondary education, rather than higher education.  In the 
same way, a refocusing on primary health care, rather than high-tech medical facilities that mainly benefit the 
rich is necessary to improve the situation for the poor.  
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Annex 
 
Table 1: Urban change between 1950 and 1990 
 
Country/region % urban 1950 % urban 1990 % change 1950-1990 
    
South America    
Argentina 65.3 86.5 21.2 
Bolivia  37.8 55.8 18.0 
Brazil 36.0 74.6 38.7 
Chile 58.4 83.3 24.9 
Colombia 37.1 70.0 32.9 
Ecuador 28.3 54.8 26.5 
Paraguay 34.6 48.9 14.3 
Peru 35.5 69.8 34.3 
Uruguay 78.0 88.9 10.9 
Venezuela  53.2 90.4 37.2 
    
Central America - Caribbean    
Costa Rica 33.5 47.1 13.6 
Dominican republic  23.7 60.4 36.7 
El Salvador 36.5 43.9 7.4 
Guatemala  29.5 39.4 9.9 
Honduras 17.6 40.7 23.1 
Mexico 42.7 72.6 29.9 
Nicaragua 34.9 59.8 24.9 
Panama 35.8 51.7 15.9 
    
Latin America - Caribbean 41.6 71.4 29.8 
    
Africa35    
Eastern Africa 7.2 20.9 13.7 
Middle Africa 14.1 36.3 22.2 
Northern Africa 22.8 50.2 28.2 
Southern Africa36    
      South Africa 43.1 49.2 6.1 
      Rest 3.6 24.8 21.2 
Western Africa 9.8 31.6 21.8 
    
Asia    
Eastern Asia  28.4 59.2 30.8 
South-central Asia  17.7 30.9 13.2 
South-eastern Asia  16.4 32.1 15.7 
Western Asia  21.7 57.8 36.1 
Source: An Urbanizing World: Global Report on Human Settlements 1996, OUP for Habitat, 1996, tables 2.5, 
2.18 and 2.21. 

                                                 
35 Averages for Africa and Asia are simple averages and are not weighted by population. 
 
36 The data for Southern Africa are dominated by South Africa, with a 1990 population of over 37 million.  In 
comparison, the rest, comprising Botswana, Lesotho and Namibia each had a population of around 1.5 million 
and showed very different patterns of urban growth compared with South Africa. For this reason, the two are 
presented separately. 
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Table 2: Changes in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 1990-1999  
 
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 1990-

1999 
Argentina -1.4 10.0  8.9  5.8   8.3 -3.1  4.4 8.0  3.9  -3.0     4.6 
Bolivia   4.6   5.4  1.7  4.3   4.8   4.7  4.5 4.9  5.4   0.8     4.0 
Brazil -4.7   1.1 -0.3  4.5   6.2   4.2  2.5 3.5 -0.1   0.5     2.4 
Chile   3.7   8.0 12.3  7.0   5.7 10.6  7.4 7.4   3.4 -1.1     6.7 
Colombia   3.8   2.0   4.1  5.2   6.1   5.2  2.1 3.4   0.4 -4.5     2.6 
Costa Rica   3.5   2.3   8.6  5.9   4.8   3.9  0.6 5.6   7.7   0.8     5.1 
Dom.Republic -4.9   0.8   6.4  2.0   4.3   4.5  6.8 7.1   6.0   7.6     4.9 
Ecuador   3.2   5.0   3.0  2.2   4.4   3.0  2.3 3.9   1.0 -9.2     1.6 
El Salvador   4.8   2.8   7.3  6.4   6.0   6.2  1.8 4.2   3.5   2.6     4.4 
Guatemala   3.0   3.7   4.9  4.0   4.1   5.0  3.0 4.4   5.3   3.4     4.1 
Honduras   0.8   2.7   5.8  7.1  -1.9   3.7  3.7 5.0   3.3 -2.0     3.0 
Mexico   5.2   4.2   3.7  1.8   4.4 -6.1  5.4 6.8   5.0   3.6     3.1 
Nicaragua -0.1  -0.4   0.8 -0.4   4.0   4.4  5.1 5.4   4.1   6.9     3.2 
Panama  7.7   9.0   8.2  5.3   3.1   1.9  2.7 4.7   4.4   3.5     4.6 
Paraguay  3.0   2.5   1.7  4.0   3.0   4.5  1.1 2.4 -0.6   0.2     2.1 
Peru -5.4   2.5 -0.9  5.7 13.6   8.6  2.3 8.6  0.1   1.9     4.5 
Uruguay  0.6   2.9  6.6  2.2   5.9 -1.9  4.4 4.5  4.3 -2.4     2.9 
Venezuela  7.0 10.5  7.0 -0.4 -3.7  5.9 -0.4 7.4  0.4 -7.5     2.0 
 
Source: ILO Lima 2000 Labour Overview, statistical annex, table 11-a. 
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Table 3: Rates of inflation in Latin America, 1970 - 1998 
 
Country 1970-

1980 
1980-
1985 

1985-
1990 

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

Argentina 118.5 322.6   583.8 2314.0   171.7   24.9     10.6       4.2     3.4     0.2      0.5     0.7 
Bolivia   18.8 610.9     46.5     17.1     21.4   12.1       8.5       7.9    10.2    12.4      4.7     7.9 
Brazil   35.2 145.5   653.8 2862.4   429.9 981.8 1936.3 2111.6    66.0    15.4      6.1     3.7 
Chile 130.3   21.3     19.4     26.0     21.8   15.4     19.4       5.2      8.8      7.4      6.1     5.1 
Colombia ------   22.4     25.0     29.1     30.4   27.0     22.4     22.8    20.9    20.8    18.5   18.7 
Costa Rica   10.8   34.8     17.0     19.0     28.7   21.8      9.8     13.5    23.2    17.5    13.2   11.6 
Dominican Republic ------ ------     33.0     59.4     53.9     4.6      4.7       3.6    12.5      5.4      8.3     4.8 
Ecuador   12.6   27.5     45.8     48.5     46.4   57.0     45.0     27.3    22.9    24.4    30.6   40.8 
El Salvador   10.8   14.7     23.5     24.0     14.5   11.1     18.5     10.5    10.0      9.8      4.5     2.5 
Guatemala     9.6     7.3     20.9     41.0     35.1   10.2     13.4     12.5      8.4    11.1      9.2     6.6 
Honduras     7.9     6.9       8.7     23.3     34.0     8.8     10.7     21.7    29.5    23.8    20.2    13.7 
Mexico   16.5   60.7     69.7     26.7     22.7   15.5       9.8       7.0    35.1    34.4    20.6    15.9 
Nicaragua ------   54.3 3246.9 7485.2 2945.1   23.7     20.4       7.8    10.9    11.6      9.2    13.0 
Panama     7.0     3.1       0.5       0.8       2.3     1.2       0.6       1.3      1.0      1.3      1.2      0.6 
Paraguay   13.1   15.8     28.0     38.2     24.3    15.1     18.2     20.6    13.4      9.8      7.0    11.6 
Peru   30.3 102.1   823.8 7481.7   409.5    73.5     48.6     23.7    11.1    11.5      8.5      7.3 
Uruguay   62.7   44.8     78.2    112.5   102.0    68.5     54.1     44.7    42.2    28.3    19.8    10.8 
Venezuela     8.4   11.1     36.9      40.7     34.2    31.4     35.6     63.8    59.9    99.9    50.1    35.7 

Source: Statistical Yearbook for Latin America and the Caribbean, 1995 edition (Table 78) and 1999 edition (Table 76). 
 
 

Table 4: Jobless growth 
Year GDP Employment 
1975 100 100 
1990 156 128 
2000 205 147 

          Source: UNDP Human Development Report 1993. 
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Table 5: Changes in trade union coverage for Latin American countries, various years   
 

Trade union members as percentage of Change in trade union  membership  Country Year 
Non-agricultural labour 
force 

Wage + salary 
earners 

Formal sector 
wage earners 

Period 
Non-agricultural 
labour force 

Wage  + salary 
earners 

Argentina 1995 25.4 38.7 65.6 86-95 -23.3 (-47.9) -28.7 (-42.6) 
Bolivia 1994 16.4 ---- 59.7 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Brazil 1991 32.1 43.5 66.0 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Chile 1993 15.9 ---- 33.0 85-93    4.3 (  37.2) --------------- 
Colombia 1995 7.0 ---- 17.0 85-95   -4.2 (-37.3) --------------- 
Costa Rica 1995 13.1 16.6 27.3 85-95   -9.8 (-42.6) -12.5 (-43.0) 
Dominican Rep. 1995 17.3 ---- ---- 89-95   -1.6 (  -8.6) --------------- 
Ecuador 1995 9.8 ---- 22.4 -------   ------------- --------------- 
El Salvador 1995 7.2 ---- 10.7 85-95   -0.6 (  -8.0) --------------- 
Guatemala 1994 4.4 ---- 7.7 85-94   -3.7 (-45.6) --------------- 
Honduras 1994 4.5 ---- 20.8 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Mexico 1991 31.0 42.8 72.9 89-91 -23.1 (-42.7) -16.8 (-28.2) 
Nicaragua 1995 23.4 ---- 48.2 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Panama 1991 14.2 20.1 29.0 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Paraguay 1995 9.3 ---- 50.1 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Peru 1991 7.5 ---- 18.3 ------- --------------- --------------- 
Uruguay 1993 11.6 ---- 20.2 90-93   -8.2 (-41.4) --------------- 
Venezuela 1995 14.9 17.1 32.6 88-95 -11.0 (-42.5) -12.7 (-42.6) 
 
Source: ILO (1997), pp. 237-9, tables 1.2 and 1.3. 
 
Notes: In the last two columns, the first figure gives the change in trade union membership as the difference in percentage points during the period.  The figure in parentheses 
expresses the change as a percentage of the level of trade union membership at the beginning of the period.  For example, the level of trade union membership in the non-
agricultural labour force in Argentina from 48.7% in 1986 to 254% in 1995.  This was a fall of 23.3 percentage points and 23.3 is 47.9% of  the 1986 level of 48.7%.  (------- 
indicates that information was not available.) 
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Table 6: Latin America: real industrial wages, 1990-1999 (index 1980 = 100) 
 
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 Rate of 

growth 
1990-
1999 b/ 

Argentina   75.0   76.0   77.0   75.7   76.5   75.6   75.5   75.1   74.9   75.7 0.1 

Barbados   99.0   92.0   89.0   90.0   88.0   87.0   98.7 101.2 ... … … 

Bolivia   86.7   85.9   86.8   88.0   95.8   94.3   94.6 101.8 … … … 

Brazil   96.7   90.9   98.3 108.7 113.4 124.2 128.4 132.9 135.7 130.8 3.4 

Chile 105.8 112.9 118.2 122.4 128.5 133.1 142.6 146.0 149.9 153.4 4.1 

Colombia 114.8 114.1 115.6 120.9 122.0 123.6 125.2 128.8 129.1 131.1 1.5 

Costa Rica 109.7 106.1 106.8 123.0 125.7 122.9 120.9 126.2 130.7 136.3 2.4 

Honduras   73.4   71.9   82.7 105.4   79.9   73.9   68.9   70.8   73.2 … 0.0 

Mexico   59.6   61.9   67.6   69.6   71.9   62.1   54.9   54.8   56.2   56.5      -  1.2 

Panama …   97.8 106.6 105.0 104.4   99.7 110.4 107.2 114.0 … 2.2 

Paraguay 102.4   97.7   93.8   93.6   95.4   98.8 100.3 100.8   98.9   98.7      -  0.4 

Peru   34.4   40.7   39.1   38.2   45.2   43.5   42.4   42.3   43.0   42.1 2.3 

Uruguay 110.8 115.8 117.5 123.8 122.9 115.5 114.2 113.8 116.7 118.5 0.7 

Venezuela   57.0   52.1   49.6   46.8   48.9   46.0   38.8 … … … … 

Average a/   84.7   83.4   89.1   92.8   96.4   99.4 100.3 102.8 105.1 102.1 1.7 
 
Source: ILO Lima 2000 Labour Overview: Latin America and the Caribbean, statistical annex, table 9-a. 
 

a/ Weighted average. Excluding Honduras. 
b/ Annual variation. 1991-1998 period for Panama. 
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Table 7: Latin America: real urban minimum wages, 1990-1999 
   (Index 1980 = 100) 

 
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 Rate of 

growth 
1990-
1999 d/ 

Argentina a/   40.2   52.9   45.3   70.0   81.1   78.5   78.4   77.9   77.3   77.8 7.6 

Bolivia a/   16.1   26.3   26.4   28.8   31.7   31.1   31.3   32.2   37.5   41.1    11.0 

Brazil a/   55.4   64.8   56.5   63.9   60.8   67.1   68.9   73.2   75.7   76.8 3.7 

Chile a/   73.3   79.9   83.4   87.5   90.8   94.8   98.8 102.3 108.3 113.3 4.9 

Colombia a/ 105.7 103.5 101.8 104.6 102.8 102.4 101.5 103.8 103.7 109.9 0.4 

Costa Rica b/ 127.2 123.3 125.4 130.6 134.6 129.9 130.3 135.0 139.4 143.0 1.3 
Dominican Rep. 
a/ 

  65.2   78.6   74.7   72.7   73.1   80.3   78.0 … … … … 

Ecuador a/   33.9   30.9   33.0   37.8   41.1   49.5   52.3   50.5   46.8   44.1 3.0 

El Salvador b/   33.9   34.6   29.2   35.9   37.3   36.8   33.5   32.0   33.1   33.8 0.0 

Guatemala b/ 108.7   99.5   87.5   78.4   74.7   89.3   88.4   80.9   84.9   88.2       - 2.3 

Haiti   71.4   67.0   56.8   50.2   39.0 … … … … … … 

Honduras b/   81.9   83.5 100.1 100.9   82.8   80.2   79.5   78.3   79.0   76.7      - 0.7 

Mexico a/   42.0   39.6   38.3   37.8   37.7   33.3   30.5   30.1   30.1   29.8      - 3.8 

Panama b/   98.4   97.1   95.5 107.2 105.8 105.6 111.4 110.0 113.0 117.1 2.0 

Paraguay a/ 132.1 125.7 114.7 110.2 113.2 112.8 103.6 107.0 105.2 101.8       - 2.9 

Peru a/   21.4   14.9   15.6   12.1   14.4   14.7   15.2   26.7   29.6   28.9 3.4 

Uruguay a/   68.8   62.9   60.0   51.5   46.0   42.9   41.7   40.8   42.8   42.9      - 5.1 

Venezuela a/   55.2   61.5   70.2   50.8   52.7   53.7   45.9   39.9   42.9   45.4      - 2.1 

Average c/   68.4   69.3   67.5   68.4   67.8   70.8   69.9   70.0   71.9   73.1 0.6 
 
Source: ILO Lima 2000 Labour Overview: Latin America and the Caribbean, statistical annex, table 10-a. 
 

a/ National minimum wage. 
b/ Lowest minimum industrial wage. 
c/ Arithmetic average. 
d/ Annual variation. 
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Table 8:  Unemployment rate, labour force by sectors and participation rate, 1990-1997 

Ecuador         
1990 6.1 53.4 4.9 33.5 15 46.6 27.9    18.7   52.3 
1991 8.5 57.8 5.2 32.5 20.1 42.2 24.7    17.5   56.8 
1992 8.9 58.3 4.5 34.3 19.5 41.7 26.0    15.7   58.9 
1993 8.9 57.3 4.8 33.2 19.3 42.7 27.8    14.9   57.5 
1994 7.8 56.1 5.1 31.5 19.5 43.9 29.1    14.8   55.6 
1995 7.7 56.7 5.1 32.9 18.7 43.3 29.1    14.2   55.7 
1996 10.4 57 5.1 33.0 18.9 43 28.1    14.9   55.8 
1997 9.3 53.2 5.4 30.4 17.4 46.8 32.0    14.8   56.6 
Honduras          
1990 6.9 54.1 7.0 36.3 10.8   45.9 31.0    14.9   52.3 
1991 7.1 50.7 6.7 35.0 9.0 49.3 32.7    16.6   56.8 
1992 5.1 50.7 6.7 35.1 8.9 49.3 32.9    16.4   58.9 
1993 5.6 45.3 6.2 27.5 11.6 54.7 40.0    14.7   57.5 
1994 4.0 51.8 5.9 32.5 13.4 48.2 35.9    12.3   55.6 
1995 6.6 54.4 5.3 34.0 15.1 45.6 33.1    12.5   55.7 
1996 6.6 56.3 6.0 36.5 13.8 43.7 32.3    11.4   55.8 
1997 5.2 56.6 5.8 38.1 12.7 43.4 33.1    10.3   56.6 

  Informal sector Formal sector  

 Unempl. Total Domestic Independ. Small Total Large/ Public Participation 
Argentina Rate  Workers Workers Firms                       Medium   firms Sector Rate 
1990 7.5 47.5 7.9 24.7 14.9 52.5 33.2 19.3 40.6 
1991 6.5 48.6 7.9 25.3 15.4 51.4 32.9 18.5 40.9 
1992 7.0 49.6 7.8 25.9 15.9 50.4 32.7 17.7 41.6 
1993 9.6 50.8 7.9 26.6 16.3 49.2 32.4 16.8 43.8 
1994 11.5 52.5 7.4 27.0 18.1 47.5 33.2 14.3 43.3 
1995 17.5 53.3 7.6 27.2 18.5 46.7 32.9 13.8 45.1 
1996 17.3 53.6 7.8 27.1 18.7 46.4 33.2 13.2 44.2 
1997 14.9 53.8 8.1 26.5 19.2 46.2 33.5 12.7 42.2 
Bolivia          
1990 7.2 56.9 6.4 37.7 12.8 43.1 26.6 16.5 51.2 
1991 5.9 56.1 6.8 37.8 11.5 43.9 26.8 17.1 51.5 
1992 5.5 56.6 5.9 38.2 12.5 43.4 27.9 15.5 50.6 
1993 5.9 61.2 6.5 36.4 18.3 38.8 26.1 12.7 52.6 
1994 3.1 61.3 5.2 37.1 19.0 38.7 27.3 11.4 53.7 
1995 3.6 63.6 5.4 39.6 18.6 36.4 25.0 11.4 55.0 
1996 4.0 63.1 5.5 37.7 19.9 36.9 25.8 11.1 56.5 
1997 4.3 56.6 4.0 35.4 17.2 43.4 32.3 11.1 52.5 
Brazil          
1990 4.3 52 7.7 21 23.3 48 36 12 63.8 
1991 4.8 53.2 7.7 21.7 23.8 46.8 36.1 10.7 61.1 
1992 4.9 54.3 7.8 22.5 24.0 45.7 35.2 10.5 59.5 
1993 5.4 55.5 8.9 21.9 24.7 44.5 34.8 9.7 58.7 
1994 5.1 56.5 9.1 22.4 25.0 43.5 33.8 9.7 59.3 
1995 4.6 57.6 9.4 23.0 25.2 42.4 32.8 9.6 59.3 
1996 5.4 59.3 9.5 23.8 26.0 40.7 31.1 9.6 59.6 
1997 5.7 60.4 9.8 24.3 26.3 39.6 30.3 9.3 58.5 
Chile          
1990 7.4 49.9 8.0 23.6 18.3 50.1 43.0 7.1 53.0 
1991 7.1 49.9 7.1 23.7 19.1 50.1 42.3 7.8 53.0 
1992 6.2 49.7 6.5 23.6 19.6 50.3 42.3 8.0 54.3 
1993 6.4 49.9 5.5 23.8 20.6 50.1 42.3 7.8 56.0 
1994 7.8 51.6 7.1 23.9 20.6 48.4 40.8 7.6 56.0 
1995 6.6 51.2 5.7 24.7 20.8 48.8 41.1 7.7 54.9 
1996 5.4 50.9 3.9 25.6 21.4 49.1 41.5 7.6 54.5 
1997 5.3 51.3 4.8 24.8 21.7 48.7 41.5 7.2 54.4 
Colombia          
1990 10.5 55.2 5.4 23.5 26.3 44.8 35.2 9.6 58.4 
1991 10.2 55.7 5.3 23.7 26.7 44.3 35.0 9.3 59.5 
1992 10.2 55.8 5.2 23.6 27.0 44.2 35.2 9.0 60.8 
1993 8.6 55.4 4.9 23.8 26.7 44.6 36.0 8.6 60.1 
1994 8.9 54.8 4.4 23.9 26.5 45.2 36.9 8.3 60.0 
1995 8.8 54.8 4.1 24.7 26.0 45.2 37.0 8.2 59.9 
1996 11.2 54.6 3.8 25.6 25.2 45.4 37.2 8.2 59.7 
1997 12.4 54.7 4.0 24.8 25.9 45.3 37.1 8.2 59.7 
C.Rica          
1990 5.4 42.3 5.8 18.1 18.4 57.7 35.7 22.0 53.2 
1991 6.0 44.6 5.6 19.0 20.0 55.4 35.1 20.3 51.8 
1992 4.3 41.4 5.2 17.6 18.6 58.6 38.1 20.5 50.4 
1993 4.0 43.7 5.0 18.6 20.1 56.3 36.2 20.1 51.7 
1994 4.3 46.2 5.3 17.8 23.1 53.8 35.4 18.4 53.3 
1995 5.7 44.6 5.0 18.1 21.5 55.4 37.6 17.8 54.5 
1996 6.6 47.3 5.2 17.4 24.7 52.7 35.5 17.2 52.3 
1997 5.9 46.8 5.4 18.8 22.6 53.2 36.2 17.0 54.0 
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Table 8 (continued) 
 
 
 
México 

Unempl. rate Total Domestic 
workers 

Independ. 
workers 

Small 
Firms 

Total Large & 
medium 
firms 

Public 
sector 

Participation 
rate 

1990 2.8 55.5 5.6 30.3 19.6 44.5 19.6 24.9 56.7 
1991 2.7 55.8 5.5 30.5 19.8 44.2 19.5 24.7 58.7 
1992 2.8 56.0 5.5 30.5 20.0 44.0 19.5 24.5 61.9 
1993 3.4 57.0 5.5 30.6 20.9 43.0 20.0 23.0 61.8 
1994 3.6 57.0 5.4 30.7 20.9 43.0 20.1 22.9 62.7 
1995 6.3 59.4 5.4 32.3 21.7 40.6 18.1 22.5 63.1 
1996 5.5 60.2 5.4 32.5 22.3 39.8 17.8 22.0 61.7 
1997 3.7 59.4 5.6 31.2 22.6 40.6 18.9 21.7 63.1 
Panamá          
1990 20.0 40.5 7.3 20.4 12.8 59.5 27.5 32.0 56.7 
1991 20.0 41.2 7.9 19.7 13.6 58.8 31.3 27.5 58.7 
1992 18.2 41.5 8.5 19.0 14.0 58.5 33.3 25.2 61.9 
1993 15.6 39.9 8.0 18.2 13.7 60.1 35.5 24.6 61.8 
1994 15.8 40.2 7.8 19.5 12.9 59.8 35.4 24.4 62.7 
1995 16.4 41.3 7.6 20.5 13.2 58.7 35.4 23.3 63.1 
1996 16.9 41.7 7.1 20.7 13.9 58.3 35.3 23.0 61.7 
1997 15.4 41.5 7.0 21.5 13.0 58.5 36.6 21.9 63.1 
Paraguay          
1990 6.6 61.4 10.8 21.2 29.4 38.6 26.4 12.2 60.9 
1991 5.1 62.0 10.0 23.0 29.0 38.0 26.7 11.3 62.2 
1992 5.3 62.2 11.0 22.2 29.0 37.8 23.2 14.6 61.0 
1993 5.1 62.5 11.5 21.5 29.5 37.5 25.2 12.3 62.9 
1994 4.4 68.9 11.7 22.3 34.9 31.1 19.3 11.8 63.9 
1995 5.3 65.5 10.5 25.3 29.7 34.5 22.6 11.9 70.5 
1996 8.2 67.9 10.0 26.9 31.0 32.1 19.0 13.1 66.0 
Perú           
1990 8.3 51.8 5.1 35.3 11.4 48.2 36.6 11.6 59.6 
1991 5.9 51.8 4.8 34.9 12.1 48.2 36.3 11.9 55.9 
1992 9.4 54.5 4.9 37.2 12.4 45.5 35.5 10.0 57.1 
1993 9.9 54.2 4.6 34.7 14.9 45.8 35.7 10.1 60.1 
1994 8.8 53.8 4.6 35.1 14.1 46.2 38.3 7.9 59.7 
1995 7.9 55.0 4.7 35.1 15.2 45.0 35.9 9.1 62.4 
1996 7.9 57.9 4.2 37.4 16.3 42.1 33.9 8.2 60.4 
1997 8.4 59.3 5.0 34.9 19.4 40.7 33.5 7.2 63.3 
Uruguay  
1990 9.2 36.3 6.0 19.3 11.0 63.7 43.6 20.1 59.6 
1991 8.9 36.7 6.0 20.1 10.6 63.3 45.2 18.1 59.5 
1992 9.0 36.6 6.3 20.1 10.2 63.4 45.9 17.5 59.5 
1993 8.4 37.4 6.0 20.5 10.9 62.6 44.4 18.2 59.0 
1994 9.2 37.9 6.3 20.9 10.7 62.1 45.2 16.9 60.5 
1995 10.8 37.7 5.9 21.0 10.8 62.3 44.6 17.7 62.1 
1996 12.3 37.9 6.3 21.3 10.3 62.1 45.1 17.0 61.6 
1997 11.6 37.1 6.2 20.0 10.9 62.9 46.1 16.8 60.2 
Venezuela          
1990 11.0 38.8 4.1 22.1 12.6 61.2 38.9 22.3 59.4 
1991 10.1 38.3 3.9 22.2 12.2 61.7 40.1 21.6 59.8 
1992 8.1 37.4 3.4 22.2 11.8 62.6 42.4 20.2 59.3 
1993 6.8 38.4 3.2 24.1 11.1 61.6 42.8 18.8 57.9 
1994 8.9 44.8 3.0 27.3 14.5 55.2 35.9 19.3 59.0 
1995 10.3 46.9 2.3 27.0 17.6 53.1 33.6 19.5 61.6 
1996 11.8 47.7 2.4 28.1 17.2 52.3 33.2 19.1 62.2 
1997 11.4 48.1 2.4 29.9 15.8 51.9 32.9 19.0 63.8 

Source: OIT, Panorama Laboral 1998 
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Table 9: Changes in the size of the urban informal and formal sectors labour force and 
its components in Latin America, 1990-1997 (percentages) 

 
 Informal sector Formal sector 
Country Total Independent 

workers 37 
Domestic 
workers  

Small 
firms38 

Total Large & 
medium 
firms 

Public 
sector 

        
Argentina 6.3 1.8 0.2 4.3 -6.3 0.3 -6.6 
Bolivia  -0.3 -2.3 -2.4 4.4 0.3 5.7 -5.4 
Brazil 8.4 3.3 2.1 3.3 -8.4 -5.7 -2.7 
Chile 1.4 1.2 -3.2 3.4 -1.4 -1.5 0.1 
Colombia -0.5 1.3 -1.4 -0.4 0.5 1.9 -1.4 
Costa Rica 4.5 0.7 -0.4 4.2 -4.5 0.5 -5.0 
Ecuador -0.2 -3.1 0.5 2.4 0.2 4.1 -3.9 
Honduras 2.5 1.8 -1.2 1.9 -2.5 2.1 -4.6 
Mexico 3.9 0.9 0.0 3.0 -3.9 -0.7 -3.2 
Panama 1.0 1.1 -0.3 0.2 -1.0 9.1 -10.1 
Paraguay 6.5 5.7 -0.8 1.6 -6.5 -7.4 0.9 
Peru 7.5 -0.4 -0.1 8.0 -7.5 -3.1 -4.4 
Uruguay 0.8 0.7 0.2 -0.1 -0.8 2.5 -3.3 
Venezuela  9.3 7.8 -1.7 3.2 -9.3 -6.0 -3.3 
 
 
 

                                                 
37 Includes own-account workers (excluding administrators, professionals and technicians) and family workers. 
 
38 Includes establishments having less than 5 or 10 workers, depending on available information. 



 57 

Table 10: Decent work deficits for employees in small enterprises and own-account workers  
 
Group Basic labour rights Employment Social protection Social dialogue 
Employees in 
small 
enterprises  
 

(ii) may be discrimination against some 
groups, see table . 
(iii) high proportion paid less than the 
minimum wage.  In family enterprises, 
may have share in  profits and not be 
paid a wage. 
(iv) may have to work long hours and 
have little say over working 
arrangements. 
(v) generally working conditions do 
not meet local health and safety 
regulations.  Risk of accidents and 
working with dangerous materials.  
 (ix) workers in small enterprises are 
generally not unionised, so no 
representatives to negotiate for them. 

(i) the quantity of employment 
available may be limited by size of 
firm, often constrained by shortage 
of capital.  May have little control 
over hours worked. 
(viii) workers may have had some 
training in the firm, but generally will 
not have access to external training 
programmes. 

(vi) generally not covered by 
schemes providing unemployment 
benefits. 
(vii) generally not covered by any 
scheme to provide unemployment 
or other benefits, such as pensions.  

(x) in the absence of trade union 
representation, workers lack other 
forms of representation and are 
isolated. 

Own account 
workers (oaw) 

(ii) may face discrimination, e.g. People 
may not want to buy from a disabled 
person or a different ethnic group. 
(iii) in principle, oaw sets the price, but 
may be constrained by other agents. 
(iv) in principle, oaw sets hours, but may 
be constrained by necessity to work long 
hours. 
(v) conditions are self-imposed, but 
poverty may mean that ow-account 
workers have to work under unsafe 
conditions. 
(ix) in principle the oaw is the decision 
maker, but freedom to make decisions 
may be constrained by economic factors. 

(i) in principle, oaw generates own 
employment, so should have control.  
In practice, may need to take what is 
going at whatever price.  May be 
constrained by shortage of capital. 
(viii) access to training is likely to 
depend on the activity being 
undertaken.  Skilled ow-account 
workers might need to keep training in 
order to maintain competitiveness. 

(vi) most ow-account workers are 
outside schemes that would 
provide unemployment or other 
benefits. 
(vii) many ow-account workers 
cannot afford insurance and are not 
covered against accidents.  They 
are probably not contributing to a 
pension scheme. 

(x) there should be no deficit in this 
area. 
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Table 11: Decent work deficits for various vulnerable groups  
 
Group Basic labour rights Employment Social protection Social dialogue 
Women 
 

(ii) sexual discrimination. Machismo 
attitudes. 
(iii) concentration in low wage jobs. 
(iv) responsibility for running family as 
well as working means working very long 
hours. 
(v) high proportion work at home or in 
the streets. 
(ix) many women employees are in 
family firms, so may have some input 
into decision making. 

(i) job segregation restricts range 
of choice. 
(viii) difficulties in attending 
courses, given family 
responsibilities. 

(vi) – (vii) high proportion are ow-
account workers or domestic 
workers, so generally not covered. 

(x) little external support for most 
domestic workers. 

Young workers 
 

(ii) discrimination against youth’s lack of 
experience. 
(iii) low pay for young workers. 
(iv) very little control over working 
conditions. 
(v) may be given the worst jobs as they 
are young. 
(ix) weak, as the young do not carry much 
weight in relation to adults. 

(i) very high level of youth 
unemployment indicates shortage of 
jobs. 

(vi) – (vii) most jobs created for 
young workers in the urban 
informal sector, where coverage is 
very low. 

(x) their position is weak. 

Child workers 
 

(ii) easy to exploit. 
(iii) children’s pay is extremely low. 
(iv) children have very little control over 
working conditions. 
(v) working in an adult environment can 
be very dangerous. 
(ix) generally isolated and un-represented. 

(i) employment too easy in the 
view of the ILO, unicef and other 
analysts. 
(viii) generally too young for 
training schemes. 

(vi) – (vii) too young to be 
covered. 

(x) their position is weak 

Disabled workers 
 

(ii) considerable hostility towards the 
disabled, especially those with mental 
disabilities. 
(iii)restricted by the range of available 
jobs. 
(iv) some scope if worker is an oaw. 
(v) depends on the type of disability. 
(ix) need support. 

(i) availability of jobs depends on 
the type of disability. 
(viii) how much training is available 
depends on the type of disability. 

(vi) – (vii) generally not covered.  
Often poor compensation if the 
disability results from an accident 
at work. 

(x) their position is weak. 
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Table 11 (continued) 
 
Homeworkers 
 

(ii) there may be stereotyping over what 
is suitable work rather than direct 
discrimination. 
(iii) pieces rate method of payment and 
rates often set very low. 
(iv)  
Worker has some control over work 
times, but low piece rates mean working 
long hours. 
(v) worker has some control here. 
(ix) non-unionised and isolated in relation 
to the buyer. 

(i) work is available, but demand 
may be seasonal and business 
cyclical. 
(viii) depends on worker and need 
to retrain or acquire new skills. 

(vi) – (vii) generally not covered. (x) their position is weak. 

Migrants 
 
 

(ii) often discrimination on racial or 
ethnic grounds. 
(iii) often have to take low-paid jobs and 
illegal status exploited. 
(iv) poor bargaining position if illegal. 
(v) often have to take dirty and dangerous 
jobs. 
(ix) tend not to be in unionised jobs. 
Illegality may mean migrant is in weak 
position to complain. 

(i) range of jobs may depend on 
whether migrant is legal or not.  If 
illegal, range may be very restricted. 
(viii) depends on individual. 

(vi) – (vii) generally not covered. (x) position weak, particularly if 
illegal. 
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Table 12: Male and female participation rates for ages 15 to 54 in five Andean countries, 
1980 and 1997  
 

1980 1997 Country Age 
Total Men Women Total Men Women 

Bolivia 15 years or more 
15 to 24 years 
25 to 54 years 

61.5 
52.1 
68.9 

85.5 
67.2 
97.2 

38.7 
37.3 
42.0 

64.7 
44.1 
80.9 

74.1 
45.8 
95.5 

56.3 
42.5 
68.2 

Colombia 15 years or more 
15 to 24 years 
25 to 54 years 

47.5 
39.2 
57.7 

78.4 
57.9 
96.6 

22.4 
24.4 
24.7 

64.0 
50.5 
78.8 

78.4 
56.6 
95.4 

52.0 
45.2 
65.0 

Ecuador 15 years or more 
15 to 24 years 
25 to 54 years 

53.8 
46.5 
60.6 

86.3 
70.9 
97.1 

21.4 
21.6 
23.9 

64.2 
47.8 
78.3 

80.7 
58.1 
97.3 

48.8 
38.0 
60.6 

Peru 15 years or more 
15 to 24 years 
25 to 54 years 

52.9 
40.7 
62.7 

80.9 
57.8 
96.8 

24.9 
23.1 
28.2 

65.7 
52.8 
78.7 

78.0 
60.0 
93.4 

54.6 
46.2 
65.8 

Venezuela 15 years or more 
15 to 24 years 
25 to 54 years 

56.7 
47.2 
67.3 

82.4 
67.3 
95.6 

30.7 
26.3 
38.3 

60.9 
46.1 
74.6 

81.4 
62.8 
95.5 

40.5 
28.9 
53.5 

 
Source: Egger and García (2000), p. 19, Table 3. 



 61 

 

Table 13: The structure of urban employment in Latin America by sex, 1990 and 1998  
      (percentages) 
 

 Informal sector Formal sector 
Country/year Total Independent 

workers39 
Domestic 
servi ce 

Small 
firms 40 

Total Public 
sector 

Large 
private 
firms  

Latin America  
   1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women     

1998 Total 
              Men 
              Women 

 
44.4 
   41.2 
   49.2 
47.9 
   45.0 
   52.0 

 
23.4 
    22.8 
    24.4 
24.7 
    24.9 
    24.4 

 
5.7 
    0.5 
  14.1 
6.9 
    0.6 
  16.0 

 
15.2 
   17.9 
   10.7 
16.3 
    19.6 
    11.6 

 
55.6 
   58.8 
   50.8 
52.1 
   55.0 
   48.0 

 
15.5 
 
 
13.0 
 
 

 
40.1 
 
 
39.1 
 
 

Argentina  
   1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 

1998 Total 
   Men 

                 Women 

 
52.0 
   49.8 
   55.5 
49.3 
   48.0 
   51.4 

 
27.5 
   28.2 
   26.5 
22.7 
   24.1 
   20.4 

 
5.7 
   0.5 
 14.3 
6.4 
   0.3 
 15.8 

 
18.8 
   21.2 
   14.7 
20.3 
   23.6 
   15.2 

 
48.0 
   50.2 
   44.5 
50.7 
   52.0 
   48.6 

 
19.3 
 
 
12.7 
 
 

 
28.7 
 
 
38.0 
 
 

Brazil 
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998 Total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
40.6 
   36.1 
   47.6 
46.7 
   43.0 
   51.9 

 
20.3 
   19.6 
   21.3 
23.2 
   25.1 
   20.4 

 
6.9 
   0.5 
  16.7 
9.5 
    1.0 
  21.4 

 
13.5 
   16.0 
     9.6 
14.0 
   16.8 
   10.1 

 
59.4 
   63.9 
   52.4 
53.3 
   57.0 
   48.1 

 
11.0 
 
 
 9.3 
 
 

 
48.4 
 
 
44.0 
 
 

Chile  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998    total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
37.9 
   33.5 
   45.9 
37.5 
   32.9 
   44.8 

 
20.9 
   21.3 
   20.1 
18.5 
   19.2 
   17.4 

 
5.4 
   0.2 
 11.1 
5.1 
   0.1 
  13.1 

 
11.7 
   12.0 
   11.1 
13.9 
   13.6 
   14.3 

 
62.1 
   66.5 
   54.1 
62.5 
   67.1 
   55.2 

 
7.0 
 
 
7.2 
 
 

 
55.1 
 
 
55.3 
 
 

Colombia  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
45.7 
   45.1 
   46.6 
49.0 
   49.2 
   48.8 

 
24.1 
   22.6 
   26.3 
28.1 
   28.4 
   27.7 

 
2.0 
   0.1 
   5.0 
2.1 
    0.2 
    4.7 

 
19.5 
   22.3 
   15.2 
18.8 
   20.7 
   16.4 

 
54.3 
   54.9 
   53.4 
51.0 
   50.8 
   51.2 

 
9.6 
 
 
8.2 
 
 

 
44.7 
 
 
42.8 
 
 

Costa Rica  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998    total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
41.2 
   37.7 
   47.5 
45.4 
   42.2 
   50.7 

 
18.9 
   19.1 
   18.6 
17.5 
   16.5 
   19.0 

 
5.8 
   0.3 
 18.6 
6.0 
   0.3 
 15.4 

 
16.4 
   18.3 
   13.1 
21.9 
   25.3 
   16.2 

 
58.8 
   62.3 
   52.5 
54.6 
   57.8 
   49.3 

 
22.0 
 
 
17.0 
 
 

 
36.8 
 
 
37.6 
 
 

Ecuador  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
55.6 
   51.7 
   62.1 
58.6 
   54.5 
   64.1 

 
35.4 
   32.6 
   39.9 
33.0 
   28.9 
   46.7 

 
5.0 
   0.7 
  12.1 
6.1 
   1.0 
   9.4 

 
15.3 
   18.4 
   10.1 
19.5 
   24.6 
     8.0 

 
44.4 
   48.3 
   37.9 
41.4 
   45.5 
   35.9 

 
18.7 
 
 
14.8 
 
 

 
25.7 
 
 
26.6 
 
 

                                                 
39 Includes own-account workers (excluding administrators, professionals and technicians) and family workers. 
 
40 Small firms are defined here as establishments having 5 or less workers, i.e. using the new ILO definition.  
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Honduras   
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
57.6 
   45.1 
   72.0 
57.9 
   52.0 
   64.1 

 
37.3 
   25.7 
   50.5 
37.0 
   27.9 
   46.7 

 
7.1 
   0.5 
  14.6 
5.0 
   0.9 
   9.4 

 
13.3 
   18.9 
     6.9 
15.9 
   23.2 
     8.0 

 
42.4 
   54.9 
   28.0 
42.1 
   48.0 
   35.9 

 
14.9 
 
 
10.3 
 
 

 
27.5 
 
 
31.8 
 
 

Mexico  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
47.5 
   46.6 
   48.8 
49.6 
   48.1 
   51.8 

 
25.0 
   25.1 
   24.6 
24.9 
   23.7 
   26.8 

 
5.1 
   0.8 
 13.4 
4.8 
   0.2 
 12.9 

 
17.3 
   20.7 
   10.8 
19.8 
   24.2 
   12.1 

 
52.5 
   53.4 
   51.2 
50.4 
   51.9 
   48.2 

 
25.0 
 
 
21.7 
 
 

 
27.5 
 
 
28.7 
 
 

Panama  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
36.0 
   34.6 
   38.0 
38.5 
   35.9 
   42.3 

 
19.8 
   23.8 
   14.0 
21.5 
   22.8 
   19.5 

 
7.9 
   1.0 
 17.8 
6.9 
   1.3 
 15.4 

 
8.3 
   9.7 
   6.3 
10.1 
  11.9 
   7.4 

 
64.0 
   65.4 
   62.0 
61.5 
   64.1 
   57.7 

 
32.0 
 
 
21.8 
 
 

 
32.0 
 
 
39.7 
 
 

Peru  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
52.7 
   46.3 
   62.9 
53.7 
   45.3 
   64.6 

 
33.4 
   28.9 
   40.4 
30.2 
   23.8 
   38.7 

 
4.9 
   0.6 
  11.6 
5.5 
   0.5 
  11.9 

 
14.5 
   16.9 
   10.8 
18.0 
   21.0 
   14.0 

 
47.3 
   53.7 
   37.1 
46.3 
   54.7 
   35.4 

 
11.6 
 
 
7.2 
 
 

 
35.7 
 
 
39.1 
 
 

Uruguay   
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 

1999 Total 
   Men 

                 Women 

 
39.1 
   33.7 
   46.6 
41.2 
   37.3 
   46.4 

 
18.6 
   18.6 
   18.5 
20.1 
   22.1 
   17.5 

 
6.8 
   0.2 
 16.2 
7.5 
   0.2 
 17.5 

 
13.7 
   15.0 
   11.8 
13.6 
   15.0 
   11.7 

 
60.9 
   66.3 
   53.4 
58.8 
   62.7 
   53.6 

 
20.1 
 
 
16.8 
 
 

 
40.8 
 
 
42.0 
 
 

Venezuela  
1990   total 
                 Men 
                 Women 
1998   total 

   Men 
                 Women 

 
38.6 
   38.3 
   39.3 
43.0 
   43.3 
   46.6 

 
22.3 
   22.0 
   22.8 
28.9 
   27.8 
   28.4 

 
3.9 
   0.4 
 10.4 
4.7 
   0.2 
 11.4 

 
12.4 
   15.9 
     6.1 
9.4 
   15.3 
     6.8 

 
61.4 
   61.7 
   60.7 
57.0 
   56.7 
   53.4 

 
22.3 
 
 
19.0 
 
 

 
39.1 
 
 
38.0 
 
 

 
Source: Tokman and Klein (2000, p. 14, table 3). 
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Table 14: Non-agricultural employment by economic activity and sex, 1990 – 1999  
 

Service sector Country/ period Total Goods 
sector Total Comm. Transp. Finance Services 

Other 

         
Argentina 
1991 Total 
              Men 
                Women 
1998 
            Total 
              Men 
                Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
26.4 
  34.2 
   13.4 
 
23.8 
 33.2 
     9.3 

 
72.1 
  63.6 
    86.1 
 
74.9 
 65.0 
   90.3 

 
21.7 
  22.3 
   20.8 
 
21.2 
 20.7 
   22.2 

 
 5.6 
  8.1 
   1.4 
 
 6.9 
  10.1 
     2.0 

 
 6.9 
 7.2 
   6.3 
 
 8.6 
  8.8 
    8.2 

 
37.9 
 26.0 
   57.6 
 
38.2 
  25.4 
    57.9 

 
1.6 
 2.1 
   0.6 
 
1.3 
 1.8 
    0.4 

Bolivia 
1990     total 
 
1997     total 
               

 
100.0 
 
100.0 

 
23.9 
 
30.4 

 
76.1 
 
69.6 

 
26.4 
 
30.7 

 
 7.9 
 
 8.9 

 
 3.1 
 
 4.9 

 
38.6 
 
25.1 

 
0.0 
 
0.0 

Brazil 
1990     total 
               Men 
                 Women 
1995     total 
               Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
28.6 
  37.9 
     14.3 
25.1 
  34.9 
     11.9 

 
71.0 
  61.6 
    85.6 
74.8 
  65.2 
    88.2 

 
21.7 
  22.2 
    20.9 
22.6 
  22.8 
    22.3 

 
 5.1 
   7.8 
     1.1 
 5.2 
   8.2 
     1.2 

 
 3.3 
   3.5 
     3.0 
 1.8 
   1.8 
     1.9 

 
40.9 
  28.1 
    60.6 
44.8 
  31.7 
     62.7 

 
0.4 
  0.5 
   0.1 
0.4 
  0.7 
    0.1 

Chile 
1994     total 
               Men 
                 Women 
1998 
            Total 
              Men 
                Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
31.3 
  40.7 
    15.2 
 
28.0 
  37.7 
    13.1 

 
67.6 
   58.2 
     83.6 
 
71.0 
  61.3 
    86.0 

 
21.7 
  19.3 
    25.7 
 
22.2 
  19.4 
    26.5 

 
 8.4 
  11.9 
      2.6 
 
 8.8  
  12.7 
     2.9 

 
 6.6 
  6.3 
     7.1 
 
 7.9 
   8.1 
     7.7 

 
30.9 
  20.7 
    48.3 
 
32.0 
  21.1 
    48.9 

 
1.2 
  1.1 
    1.3 
 
1.0 
  1.0 
    0.9 

Colombia 
1992    total 
               Men 
                 Women 
 1998  total 
              Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
31.3 
  34.6 
    26.2 
28.0 
  32.3 
    20.9 

 
68.6 
  65.4 
    73.7 
71.9 
  67.5 
    77.7 

 
28.4 
  26.1 
    32.0 
26.5 
  23.6 
    30.3 

 
 6.2 
   9.2 
     1.4 
 7.6 
  11.6 
     2.3 

 
 7.3 
  7.6 
    6.9 
 8.6 
   8.9 
     8.1 

 
26.7 
  22.4 
    33.4 
29.2 
  23.5 
    37.0 

 
0.1 
  0.1 
    0.1 
0.2 
  0.2 
    0.2 

Costa Rica 
1990     total 
                Men 
                 Women 
1999     total 
                Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
34.9 
  39.8 
    26.0 
27.5 
  33.5 
   17.9 

 
64.2 
  59.2 
    73.3 
72.5 
   66.5 
     82.1 

 
21.2 
  20.5 
    22.4 
25.8 
  24.4 
    28.0 

 
 5.3 
   7.8 
     0.9 
 7.2 
  10.4 
     1.9 

 
 4.5 
   5.6 
     2.6 
 6.3 
   7.0 
     5.2 

 
33.2 
  25.3 
    47.4 
32.6 
  23.9 
    46.5 

 
1.0 
  1.2 
    0.7 
0.7 
  0.8 
    0.5 

Ecuador 
 1990     total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1998     total 
                Men 
                Women 

 
1000.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
28.1 
  34.6 
    17.2 
22.3 
  28.3 
    13.7 

 
71.9 
  65.3 
    82.8 
77.7 
  71.7 
    86.3 

 
29.4 
  24.5 
    37.6 
32.8 
  28.7 
   38.5 

 
 6.1 
   9.0 
     1.2 
 6.8 
  10.6 
     1.4 

 
 5.0 
   5.9 
     3.5 
 5.6 
   6.6 
     4.2 

 
31.4 
  25.9 
    40.5 
32.4 
  25.7 
   42.1 

 
0.0 
   0.0 
    0.0 
0.1 
   0.1 
     0.1 

El Salvador 
1990      total 
 
1998     total 
                Men 
                Women 

 
100.0 
 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
31.4 
 
30.9 
  35.9 
    25.5 

 
68.6 
 
69.1 
  64.1 
    74.5 

 
29.7 
 
34.0 
  28.7 
    39.5 

 
 5.8 
 
 5.7 
  10.5 
     0.8 

 
 2.9 
 
 5.6 
  6.2 
    5.0 

 
30.2 
 
23.6 
  18.5 
    29.0 

 
0.0 
 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 
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Honduras 
1990      total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1999      total 
                Men 
                  Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
33.8 
  42.0 
    24.2 
33.1 
  38.8 
    26.8 

 
66.2 
  57.8 
    75.7 
66.9 
  60.2 
    73.2 

 
29.4 
  24.0 
    35.4 
32.2 
  24.3 
    39.4 

 
 4.3 
   7.4 
     0.7 
 3.7 
   6.9 
     0.8 

 
 2.3 
   2.9 
     1.6 
 3.2 
   4.3 
     2.3 

 
30.2 
  23.5 
    38.0 
27.8 
  24.7 
    30.7 

 
0.1 
  0.1 
    0.1 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 

Mexico 
1990      total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1999     total 
               Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
30.0 
  34.8 
    20.9 
29.4 
  34.3 
    20.9 

 
69.9 
  65.1 
    79.1 
70.6 
  65.8 
    79.0 

 
26.0 
  23.9 
    30.0 
26.4 
  23.5 
    31.6 

 
 5.6 
   7.5 
     1.9 
 6.4 
   8.9 
     1.8 

 
 5.9 
   5.8 
     6.1 
 1.7 
   1.6 
     2.0 

 
32.4 
  27.9 
    41.1 
36.1 
  31.8 
    43.6 

 
0.1 
  0.1 
    0.0 
0.0 
  0.0 
     0.0 

Panama 
1991      total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1999     total 
               Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
19.3 
  25.2 
    10.9 
21.0 
  28.2 
    10.2 

 
80.6 
  74.8 
    89.1 
79.0 
  71.8 
    89.8 

 
27.1 
  29.5 
    23.8 
28.0 
  27.8 
    28.4 

 
 9.4 
  13.9 
      3.1 
 9.2 
  13.1 
      3.4 

 
 5.7 
   5.7 
     5.7 
 8.0 
   0.5 
     8.6 

 
38.4 
  25.7 
    56.5 
33.8 
  23.4 
    49.4 

 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 

Peru 
1991      total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1999     total 
               Men 
                  Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
24.4 
  30.1 
    15.5 
20.7 
  28.0 
    11.2 

 
75.6 
  69.9 
    84.5 
79.3 
  72.0 
    88.8 

 
33.2 
  27.1 
    42.7 
33.0 
  23.4 
    45.6 

 
 6.5 
   9.9 
     1.3 
 9.8 
   15.0 
      3.1 

 
 5.8 
   7.4 
     3.3 
 8.0 
   9.4 
     6.2 

 
30.1 
  25.6 
    37.2 
28.4 
  24.2 
    33.9 

 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 

Uruguay 
1991      total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1999     total 
               Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
31.3 
  37.3 
    22.7 
24.4 
  33.3 
    13.0 

 
68.7 
  62.7 
    77.3 
75.6 
  66.7 
    87.0 

 
18.7 
  19.4 
    17.8 
20.4 
  20.7 
    20.0 

 
 5.8 
   8.6 
     1.9 
 6.4 
   9.2 
     2.7 

 
 5.2 
   5.5 
     4.8 
 7.6 
   7.6 
     7.6 

 
39.0 
  29.2 
    52.8 
41.2 
  29.3 
    56.6 

 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 
0.0 
  0.0 
    0.0 

Venezuela 
1990      total 
                Men 
                  Women 
1999     total 
               Men 
                 Women 

 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 
100.0 
  100.0 
    100.0 

 
29.1 
  36.4 
    15.8 
24.2 
  33.1 
    12.1 

 
70.8 
  63.5 
    84.1 
75.8 
  66.8 
    87.9 

 
24.3 
  24.0 
    24.8 
27.9 
  26.1 
    33.8 

 
 7.0 
   9.9 
     1.6 
 8.2 
  11.9 
      1.6 

 
 6.6 
   6.2 
     7.4 
 6.2 
   5.9 
     6.0 

 
32.9 
  23.5 
    50.2 
33.4 
  22.8 
    46.4 

 
0.1 
  0.1 
    0.1 
0.0 
  0.1 
    0.0 

 
Source: ILO Lima 2000 Labour Overview, Statistical annex, Table 7-A. 
(note: the goods sector comprises manufacturing industry, construction, mining, power and waterworks; in the 
service sector, comm = commerce, trans = transport, and finan = financial enterprises.  Data were unavailable for 
the Dominican Republic, Guatemala and Paraguay.) 
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Table 15: Youth unemployment in Latin America, 1990 – 2000  
(annual rates) 

 
Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 
Argentina 
   15-19 
   20-24 

 
21.7 
15.2 

 
16.3 
12.3 

 
16.4 
13.0 

 
26.8 
----- 

 
32.3 
21.2 

 
46.6 
30.1 

 
44.3 
31.1 

 
39.7 
27.2 

 
35.0 
24.4 

 
35.9 
26.4 

 
45.0 
----- 

Bolivia 
   10-19 
   20-29 

 
13.3 
  9.5 

 
13.1 
  7.3 

 
 8.3 
 7.0 

 
 8.6 
 8.2 

 
 4.9 
 4.5 

 
 5.0 
 5.4 

 
 7.0 
---- 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

Brazil 
   15-17 
   18-24 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
11.6 
  9.1 

 
14.4 
11.2 

 
12.2 
10.3 

 
11.9 
  9.6 

 
11.0 
  9.3 

 
13.0 
10.5 

 
14.3 
14.0 

 
18.8 
14.0 

 
17.8 
14.5 

 
17.8 
14.7 

Chile 
   15-19 
   20-24 

 
15.9 
12.0 

 
13.7 
12.4 

 
12.6 
10.3 

 
13.0 
10.2 

 
16.8 
11.9 

 
15.8 
10.1 

 
15.0 
12.2 

 
19.9 
13.6 

 
20.8 
15.1 

 
27.6 
19.8 

 
26.0 
20.1 

Colombia 
   12-17 
   18-24 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
25.9 
20.8 

 
22.5 
21.4 

 
26.6 
17.4 

 
25.7 
17.4 

 
23.3 
18.2 

 
26.1 
22.0 

 
32.8 
26.1 

 
35.4 
29.5 

 
37.9 
35.7 

 
41.3 
35.8 

Costa Rica 
   12-24 

 
10.4 

 
14.1 

 
 9.3 

 
10.2 

 
 9.8 

 
13.5 

 
13.9 

 
13.1 

 
12.8 

 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 

Ecuador 
   15-24 

 
13.5 

 
18.5 

 
17.3 

 
15.7 

 
14.9 

 
15.3 

 
20.0 

 
19.4 

 
22.6 

 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 

El Salvador 
   15-24 

 
18.6 

 
14.6 

 
14.3 

 
14.4 

 
13.5 

 
13.3 

 
13.1 

 
14.6 

 
15.0 

 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 

Honduras 
   10-24 

 
10.7 

 
12.3 

 
 6.6 

 
 9.7 

 
 6.7 

 
10.2 

 
 9.7 

 
 8.7 

 
10.0 

 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 

Mexico 
   12-19 
   20-24 

 
 7.0 
 ---- 

 
 5.0 
 ---- 

 
 6.9 
 4.4 

 
 7.3 
 5.7 

 
 8.3 
 6.0 

 
13.1 
  9.9 

 
11.5 
  8.8 

 
 8.4 
 6.5 

 
 7.0 
 5.9 

 
 5.7 
 4.5 

 
 5.7 
 4.2 

Panama 
   15-24 

 
 --- 

 
38.8 

 
37.0 

 
31.6 

 
31.1 

 
31.9 

 
34.8 

 
31.5 

 
31.7 

 
29.5 

 
 ---- 

Paraguay 
   15-19 
   20-24 

 
18.4 
14.1 

 
 9.0 
 9.5 

 
14.1 
  7.3 

 
 9.8 
 8.8 

 
12.3 
  5.5 

 
10.8 
  7.8 

 
29.1 
12.6 

 
13.7 
12.7 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

 
 ---- 
 ---- 

Peru 
   14-24 

 
15.4 

 
11.2 

 
15.8 

 
16.1 

 
13.7 

 
11.2 

 
14.9 

 
14.5 

 
14.1 

 
14.2 

 
18.2 

Uruguay 
   14-24 

 
26.6 

 
25.0 

 
24.4 

 
23.3 

 
25.5 

 
25.5 

 
28.0 

 
26.8 

 
26.1 

 
27.1 

 
30.5 

Venezuela 
   15-24 

 
18.0 

 
15.8 

 
13.4 

 
13.0 

 
15.9 

 
19.9 

 
25.4 

 
23.1 

 
21.9 

 
26.6 

 
28.0 

 
Source: ILO Lima 2000 Labour Overview, Statistical annex, Table 3-A. 
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Table 16: Rate of youth unemployment by income quintile, 1990-1999 
 

Youth unemployment rate Income quintile 
1990 1999 

1. (poorest) 13.1 24.8 
2. 9.2 18.1 
3. 7.4 14.6 
4. 6.0 13.0 
5. (richest) 4.1 11.5 
Source: ILO Lima 2000 Labour Overview. 
 
Table 17: Estimates of numbers of working children in Latin America from household 
surveys in the 1990s 
 
Country Date Information 
   
Argentina 1994 6.7% of  the12 –14 age group were working. [212,500] 
Bolivia 1992 7.3% of urban and 27.2% of rural children in the 10 – 14 age 

group were working.  [128,103] 
Brazil 1995 2% of 5 – 9 age group and 23.6% of 10 – 14 age group were 

working.  [4,209,336] 
Chile 1996 3.5% of urban and 7.3% of rural children in 12 - 14 age group 

were working.  Working correlates with low education and high 
unemployment rates for head of household.  [31,782] 

Colombia 1995 11.7% of the 10 – 14 age group were working. [456,894] 
Costa Rica 1995 4.3% of the 5 – 11 age group and 16% of the 12 – 14 age group 

were working.  [32,181] 
Dominican 
Republic 

1993 10.7% of the 10 – 14 age group were working. Of these 57.4% 
were rural and 74.3% were male.  [89,966] 

Ecuador 1990 20.9% of the 10 – 14 age group were working. [255,765] 
El Salvador 1995 10.6% of the 10 – 14 age group were working.  Of these 74.4% 

were rural and 80.9% male.  [76,694] 
Guatemala 1994 11.6% of the 10 – 14 age group were working.  Of these, 82.5% 

were rural and 83.6% were male.  [130,802] 
Honduras 1997 12.7% of the age group 10 – 14 were working.  Of these, 73.1% 

were rural and 74.9% were male.  [100,725] 
Nicaragua 1995 4.6% of the urban and 16.6% of the rural age group 10 – 14 

worked.  [63,331] 
Panama 1994 4.5% of the 10 – 14 age group were working. Of these, 83.5% 

were rural and 81.7% were male.  [12,625] 
Paraguay 1995 35% of the 10 – 14 age group worked and, of these, 67% were 

male and 72% were rural children.  [233,096] 
Peru 1993 4.1% of the 6 - 14 age group were working.  [196,200] 
Uruguay 1996 8.1% of 12 – 14 age group were working.  [11,279] 
Venezuela 1990 3.5% of total and 7.4% of rural children in the 10 - 14 age 

group were working.  [84,419] 
Source: ILO Sistema Regional de Información sobre Trabajo Infantile (SIRTI) Working Papers Nos. 74, 75 and 
77 (no dates) obtained from the website 
http://www.ilolim.org.pe/spanish/260ameri/activi/proyecto/ipec  
Note:  figures in square brackets indicate the total number of child workers enumerated in the national sample 
being reported in the table. 
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Table 18: ACCION international micro credit programmes in Latin America in 2000 
 
Country/organization Began No. Clients Active portfolio 

(US$) 
Average loan 
balance (US$) 

%women 
clients 

Argentina       
Emprender 1992     3,604    2,746,018   762 40% 
Bolivia       
Banco Sol 1986   60,976   77,802,740 1,276 72% 
Brazil       
CEAPE Nacional 1987   30,395    9,455,003    311 56% 
Colombia       
Coop Emprender 1990   88,319  31,823,114    360 64% 
Finamerica 1993   16,099  16,823,303 1,045 48% 
FMSD 1989   34,705    8,771,620    253 71% 
Ecuador       
Banco Solidario 1995   14,645    6,326,249     432 50% 
FED 1984   10,918    3,073,943     282 69% 
Guatemala       
Fundap 1982     9,202    3,965,189     431 29% 
Génisis Empresarial 1993   25,217  11,125,998     441 58% 
Honduras       
FINSOL 1999   15,026    6,303,991     420 54% 
Mexico       
ADMIC 1979     4,696     1,257,700     286 82% 
Compartamos 1998   64,141   10,336,943     161 99% 
Nicaragua       
FAMA 1992   15,148     6,126,654     404 66% 
Panama       
Multicredit Bank 1991     3,161   35,781,922 11,320 22% 
Paraguay       
Fundación Paraguaya 1985     5,451     2,290,682     420 50% 
Peru       
Mibanco 1982   58,088   36,925,607     636 62% 
Venezuela       
BanGente 1997     3,502     3,353,237     958 49% 
Total/average  463,293 274,289,913     592 70% 
 
Source:  Data from ACCION International’s website http://www.accion.org/programs  (accessed 12 August 
2001).  Table constructed by the author.  Averages in last line are weighted by the number of clients in each 
programme. 
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List of Employment Sector Papers 
on the Informal Economy*  

 
 

 "Decent Work in the Informal Economy: Abstracts of working papers". 
  
1. "Globalization and the Informal Economy: How Global Trade and Investment Impact on 

the Working Poor", by Marilyn Carr and Martha Alter Chen. 
 
2. "Supporting workers in the Informal Economy: A Policy Framework", by Martha Alter 

Chen, Renana Jhabvala and Frances Lund. 
 
3. "International Labour Standards and the Informal Sector: Developments and 

Dilemmas", by Charlotta Schlyter. 
 
4. "The informal sector in Asia from the decent work perspective", by Nurul Amin. 

 
5. "Towards decent work in the informal sector: The case of Egypt", by Alia El Mahdi 

(available in electronic form only) . 
 
6. "Good practice study in Shanghai: Employment services for the informal economy", by 

Jude Howell. 
 
7. "Decent work in the informal sector: CEE/CIS region", by Bettina Musiolek (available 

in electronic form only). 
 
8. "Federation of trade unions of Macedonia", by Liljana Jankulovska (ava ilable in 

electronic form only). 
 
9. “A profile of informal employment: The case of Georgia”, by Sabine Bernabé. 
 
10. “The informal sector in Sub-Saharan Africa”, by Pat Horn, Jantije Xaba and Shirin 

Motala. 
 
11. “Federation of Kenya Employers: Case Study”, by Charle s Nyangute (available in 

electronic form only). 
 

12. “Decent work in the informal sector: Latin America”, by Jim Thomas (available in 
electronic form only). 

 
13. “Initiatives permettant de promouvoir des emplois de qualité et d’améliorer la 

productivité dans le secteur informel : une étude de cas au Sénégal” by Youssoufa 
Wade. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
* For electronic publications, please see the informal economy website: www.ilo.org/infeco 


