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X Issue paper on COVID-19 and fundamental principles and rights at work

Strengthening labour administration and
labour inspection. Public labour administration
and inspection enforcement capacity have come
under further pressure as financial and human
resources are diverted to meet urgent needs
linked to the pandemic. Some jurisdictions
have passed laws in the aftermath of the crisis
restricting the mandates of labour inspectorates,
for example, by setting a higher threshold on the
size of firms that can be subjected to inspections.
Research from past financial crises suggests that
reduced enforcement capacity can in turn be a
principal channel through which crises curtail
labour rights."

As lockdowns ease and economies reopen,
labour inspectorates must have the resources
and mandates to proactively and strategically
monitor sectors at high risk of child labour, forced
labour and other human rights violations, within
broader efforts to re-establish or reinforce labour
administrations.

Non-state actors have an important supporting
role to play. Local community-based child labour
monitoring systems, for example, have proven
effective in a number of contexts in backing public
labour inspectorates to identify and follow up on
child labour cases. Similarly, there are numerous
examples of non-state front-line actors mobilizing
to detect and refer suspected cases of forced
labour. There are also important opportunities
to leverage new technologies, public-private
partnerships and workplace auditing schemes
to assist enterprises in complying with the law.
These vehicles complement the regulatory role
of publiclabour administrations, and help extend
their reach and effectiveness. Emerging strategic
inspection approaches like the ILO's strategic
compliance intervention model - consisting of
proactive, targeted, and tailored and combined
interventions engaging multiple stakeholders -
provide a broader framework for these efforts.

Mitigating human rights risks in the labour
market. The pandemic s likely to increase the risk
of human rights violations in the labour market, as
businesses at all levels struggle to cope with the
crisis and the severe demand shocks associated
with it. This heightened risk underscores the
continuing importance of companies undertaking
human rights due diligence throughout their
supply chains. Effective due diligence means
assessing actual and potential risks of human
rights violations within the supply chain, and
integrating and acting promptly upon the
findings. Identifying and prioritizing “hotspots”

Construction sector worker showing his membership card to the National
Pension Scheme Authority (Zambia). Only 27 per cent of the world's popu-

lation has adequate social security coverage and more than half lack any
coverage at all. The ILO actively promotes policies and provides assistance
to countries to help extend adequate levels of social protection to all. ©ILO
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where risks are highest - in terms of the severity
of the risk and/or likelihood of occurrence - will
be critical. Particularly important in this context
are the informal micro- and small enterprises
operating at the lower levels of supply chains,
where research indicates that human rights risks
are often most pronounced,” and where the
effects of the crisis have in many instances been
devastating.

Instituting well-established good purchasing
practices - long-term supplier contracts, fair
payment schedules, and pricing that reflects the
production costs and market value of products
and services - will help both ensure the economic
survival of suppliers at this critical juncture
and reduce the risk of human rights abuses. As
economies reopen and demand picks up, there
may be pressure for some suppliers to relax
checks on recruitment in order to quickly ramp
up production, opening the door to forced
labour and discrimination in the labour market.
Fair recruitment procedures, grounded in the
principle that no recruitment or related costs
are borne by the worker,"s will therefore also be
essential."”

These measures should not be viewed by
companies as one-off crisis responses, but rather
as part of wider efforts to establish supply chains
that are sustainable, respect ILO fundamental
principles and rights at work, and are in line
with the United Nations “protect, respect and
remedy” framework and guiding principles. The
ILO and its partners have developed a number of
practical tools, resources and platforms to assist
business in addressing human rights risks and
other concerns within the specific context of the
COVID-19 crisis™ and in their operations more
broadly.m

The compliance capacity of informal micro- and
small enterprises will also depend on assistance
to these entities to weather the COVID-19 crisis.
Many have hitherto fallen outside the purview
of fiscal and monetary policies to support
enterprises during the pandemic. At the
same time, these enterprises typically lack the
savings or access to credit to survive shocks of
this magnitude on their own. Bespoke public
payments supporting the business solvency of
informal enterprises are crucial. If combined
with incentives for enterprise registration, such
payments could also encourage the transition to
formality.=
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Reducing human rights risks in conflict
and disaster settings. The COVID-19 crisis is
exacerbating the already high risk of human
rights abuses at work in situations of protracted
conflict, recurrent natural disasters or forced
displacement. These situations are characterized
by disruptions in social protection systems and
family support networks, limited access to basic
services, weak rule of law, and impaired or absent
social dialogue, which together are likely to
worsen the effects of the pandemic on workers
and their families in situations of vulnerability.

Rapid assessments and ongoing monitoring are
needed to track how the pandemic is affecting
the risk of child labour and forced labour in these
complex contexts. The COVID-19 response should
build on, strengthen, and adapt the coordination
mechanisms, partnerships and plans of
humanitarian and development actors already in
place in humanitarian settings, rather than build
new ones.2 The revived Alliance 8.7 Action Group
on Conflicts and Humanitarian Settings could
play an essential role in this context.” Formed
in 2017, the group brings together concerned
governments, United Nations organizations,
employers’ and workers' organizations, and
non-governmental organizations. It offers a
valuable platform for exchanging information,
undertaking research, and coordinating actions
relating to child labour and forced labour in crisis
settings.

Efforts should fit within the humanitarian-
development-peace nexus, meaning they should
contribute to social cohesion, resilience and
peace over the longer term. The Employment
and Decent Work for Peace and Resilience
Recommendation, 2017 (No. 205) calls for the
adoption of a variety of inclusive measures to
promote decent work and income-generation
opportunities, including through employment-
intensive investment strategies and programmes,
such as public employment programmes, and
through incentivizing multinational enterprises
to cooperate with national enterprises in creating
decent work and undertaking human rights
due diligence.* Recommendation No. 205 also
underscores the vital role of employers’ and
workers' organizations in crisis response, taking
into account the relevant international labour
standards concerning freedom of association and
the right to collective bargaining.=

Itis imperative to do no harm in the midst of fast-
moving crisis responses. This demands extra
care, for example, to ensure that procurement
contracts do not open new doors to forced labour,
livelihood measures do not create new demand
for children’s labour, and job and income support
programmes do not reinforce pre-existing
discrimination or widen social fissures.

Building the evidence base. While the temporary
lockdowns and fears of contagion present
unique challenges to traditional face-to-face
means of information collection, telephone and
other remote surveys are providing valuable
information on the impact of the crisis on workers
in locations including Jordan, Lebanon and
Uzbekistan'e, Forecasting models are also
providing critical insights into the impact and
evolution of the crisis in the world of work. Other
tools permitting more in-depth data collection on
affected populations are also being developed,
and can incorporate questions or modules on
fundamental principles and rights. Collecting
information on how the crisis affects the rights
of vulnerable groups, including ethnic or religious
minorities, indigenous peoples and the LGBTIQ+
community, will be especially important in this
context. These efforts should be continued and
expanded to detect new and emerging patterns of
child labour, forced labour and human trafficking,
and help guide and adjust responses accordingly,
as the crisis evolves. Short-term information
collection should fit within and support ongoing
longer-term efforts to build national systems of
information collection relating to human rights in
the world of work.

The road ahead. Leaving no one behind -
the overarching call of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development - means putting the
rights of the most vulnerable at the centre of the
COVID-19 response. With the right policy choices
and measures at this critical juncture, we have
the opportunity to refocus on the root causes
of human rights violations in the world of work,
and achieve lasting improvements in the lives and
livelihoods of workers and their families. We can
in this way build back better for everyone.
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