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Giving Globalization a Human Face: General Survey on the eight fundamental 

ILO Conventions concerning rights at work 

Executive Summary 

First in the history of the ILO 

This unprecedented General Survey recognizes the interdependence and 

complementarity between the eight fundamental Conventions and their universal 

applicability, while bearing in mind the specificities covered by each Convention.  

The General Survey seeks to give a global picture of the law and practice in 

member States in terms of the practical application of ratified and non-ratified 

Conventions, describing the various positive initiatives undertaken in some countries, 

in addition to certain serious problems encountered in the implementation of their 

provisions.  

Social floor of rights within the framework of the Social Justice Declaration 

The General Survey deals with the eight fundamental Conventions: Freedom of 

Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87); Right 

to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98); Forced Labour 

Convention, 1930 (No. 29); Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No. 105); 

Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138); Worst Forms of Child Labour 

Convention, 1999 (No. 182); Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100); and 

Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111). These 

eight Conventions constitute the social floor of rights at work.  In an effort to align 

the General Survey of the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions 

and Recommendations with the recurrent item report, the Governing Body decided 

that the General Survey would cover the eight fundamental Conventions together for 

the first time in the ILO’s history, with a view to contributing to a better 

understanding of the inter-relationship and mutually reinforcing nature of these 

Conventions.  

Both the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (1998) 

and the ILO Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization (2008), which 

constitute the ILO’s response to the challenges of globalization, underline the 

essential importance of upholding the principles enshrined in the eight Conventions. 

The value of this General Survey to ILO constituents and to the general reader may be 

amplified in view of the increased importance of the fundamental Conventions in the 

context of globalization, and more recently the global economic and financial crisis 

and jobs crisis, as well as events in North Africa and the Middle East with calls for 

social justice, dignity, equality, rights and fairness at work. 

Ratification of the eight fundamental Conventions 

The eight fundamental Conventions form an integral part of the United Nations 

human rights framework, and their ratification is an important sign of member States’ 

commitment to human rights.  Overall, 135 member States have ratified all eight 

fundamental Conventions. Unfortunately, 48 member States (out of 183 member 

States), including member States with the highest populations, have yet to 

complete ratification of all eight Conventions.  Hence, one of the objectives of this 

General Survey is to provide guidance to these member States on how to remove 

obstacles to ratification in law and in practice, by elaborating detailed principles and 

recommendations.   
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Impact of the ILO supervisory bodies 

Over the last 20 years, the Committee of Experts has noted hundreds of important 

cases of progress in law and practice on the application of ratified ILO Conventions, 

more than 50 per cent of which concern the application of the eight fundamental 

Conventions.  These cases of progress include: 

 the release of jailed trade union leaders and activists; legislative measures to end 

trade union monopoly; the granting of collective bargaining rights to workers in 

the public and private sectors; the lifting on restrictions on the right to strike;  

 the establishment of a complaints mechanism for victims of forced labour; 

affording special protection or a temporary residence permit to victims of  

trafficking in an irregular situation, to facilitate their access to justice; repealing 

penal sanctions involving compulsory labour for certain activities related to the 

expression of political views; the establishment of units within the labour 

inspectorate specifically for combating forced labour;  

 making education compulsory up to the minimum age for admission to work; 

national action plans to combat and eliminate the worst forms of child labour; the 

removal of a significant number of child victims of trafficking,  armed conflict, 

commercial sexual exploitation,  and hazardous work, and their subsequent 

rehabilitation and social reintegration, into education or vocational training; 

numerous international cooperation efforts to combat the worst forms of child 

labour, particular child trafficking and child sex tourism; the determination of 

hazardous types of work which cannot be performed by children under 18;  

 considerable awareness and acceptance of equality and non-discrimination, as 

reflected in legislation and proactive measures and increasing role of specialized 

equality bodies; move towards comprehensive legislation on non-discrimination 

and equality, including equal remuneration for men and women for work of equal 

value; adoption of gender equality plans and legislation, including addressing 

sexual harassment; and increased attention given to expanded range of grounds 

and proactive measures, including affirmative action, aimed at promoting equality 

of opportunity and treatment of specific groups. 

 Much of this progress is linked to the action of the ILO supervisory bodies (which 

include the Committee of Experts, the Committee on the Application of Standards of 

the International Labour Conference and the Committee on Freedom of Association) 

and the action of the Office at headquarters and in the field, through technical 

cooperation and technical assistance, including capacity building. The ILO 

supervisory machinery is thus both relevant and effective, is a valuable tool for the 

development of decent work and is essential to guarantee the rights of employers 

and workers. 

Inter-linkages between the eight fundamental Conventions  

The eight Conventions, taken together, are all the more relevant today in the face of 

global economic and other challenges impinging on the welfare and livelihood of 

workers in all regions. Indeed, they are part and parcel of the overarching architecture 

for the universality of human rights, offering protection to all, and responding closely 

to the quest for social justice in a globalized setting. Actually and potentially, they are 

catalytic to the UN system, the international community and local communities as a 

whole.  

In this regard, the informal economy presents a formidable challenge with regard to 

the application of the fundamental Conventions to workers in this sector, since it 
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represents 52.2 per cent of total employment in Latin America, 78.2 per cent in 

Asia and 55.7 per cent in Africa and will continue to grow during times of economic 

crisis. Hence, the informal economy presents a call to action to governments and the 

social partners where the fundamental principles and rights at work can have an 

important impact on the rights and protection of workers worldwide. 

Furthermore, the General Survey highlights that agricultural workers are a group to 

whom the right to organize is sometimes denied, and in which bonded labour is the 

most widespread. Moreover, women and migrant workers are often concentrated in 

the agricultural sector, where wages are often particularly low. Finally, around 60 per 

cent of child labourers worldwide are engaged in the agricultural sector. It is 

therefore essential that agricultural workers be afforded the protections established in 

the fundamental Conventions. 

The General Survey further highlights that domestic workers represent a group that 

are, in many States, denied decent work. While trade unions have increased their 

efforts to reach out to domestic workers, the labour legislation in a number of 

countries does not cover this category of workers, resulting in a lack of applicable 

provisions relating to trade union rights. Moreover, in numerous countries, domestic 

workers are trapped in situations of forced labour, and in many cases they are 

restrained from leaving the employers’ homes through threats or violence. 

Furthermore, an estimated 15.5 million children are engaged in domestic work 

worldwide. Finally, current estimates on domestic workers indicate that of the 52.6 

million domestic workers worldwide, the vast majority are women (83 per cent). In 

a range of countries, they typically earn less than half, and sometimes no more than 

20 per cent, of average wages.  

In this respect, the General Survey underscores that some of the problems related to 

the application of the eight Conventions can be addressed through various 

enforcement mechanisms, including through labour inspection. Moreover, 

cooperation between the labour inspectorate and law enforcement bodies is essential 

for the conduct of rapid, effective and impartial investigations, and where appropriate, 

initiating prosecutions against those responsible for violations. The General Survey 

emphasizes the need to strengthen the capacity of law enforcement agencies to ensure 

that perpetrators of violations of the Conventions are prosecuted and that sufficiently 

effective and dissuasive penalties are imposed, so as to avoid creating a climate of 

impunity.  

Finally, the General Survey underlines that social dialogue is both a key contributing 

process to the implementation of the fundamental Conventions, and a positive 

outcome when these Conventions are effectively applied. Where there is an absence 

of genuine social dialogue in a country, the application of the fundamental 

Conventions is seriously hindered. In this regard, the increasingly important role of 

employers’ and workers’ organizations in the improved application of the 

fundamental Conventions is to be welcomed. Moreover, it is essential to provide 

further technical assistance and/or cooperation to member States to ensure better 

implementation of the fundamental Conventions. 

Important challenges in the application of the fundamental Conventions 

 Freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining 

As regards Convention No. 87, this General Survey underlines that freedom of 

association is essential for the pursuit of social justice in the process of globalization 
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and interlinks closely with all the other fundamental rights at work. However, the 

General Survey highlights that serious problems persist in a significant number of 

countries in respect of the application of this Convention, including acts of violence 

against trade union leaders (murders, death threats, abductions, etc.) in certain 

countries in Latin America and Asia. Some acts of violence also target employers in 

certain countries. Other pressing matters include the negative impact of precarious 

forms of employment on trade union rights and the denial and restrictions on the right 

of association of certain categories of workers (public servants, seafarers, workers in 

export processing zones, domestic workers, etc.). Moreover, in a significant number 

of countries, the legislation contains restrictions on the categories of persons who may 

hold trade union office (distinction between nationals and foreigners), restrictions on 

the free election of trade union leaders, the requirement of an excessive number of 

workers or employers to establish a trade union or an employers’ organization, refusal 

to register organizations or the requirement of prior authorization. Further important 

issues addressed concern the imposition by law of a trade union monopoly, 

dissolution of organizations by administrative authority as well as restrictions on 

various aspects of the right to strike. 

One of the ILO’s missions is to promote collective bargaining the world over, and in 

this regard the General Survey explores the problems which arise most frequently in 

the application of Convention No. 98. These include the slowness of administrative 

and judicial procedures in cases of anti-union discrimination or interference and the 

lack of sufficiently dissuasive sanctions, as well as the denial of the right of collective 

bargaining to public servants. Moreover, in a number of countries, collective 

bargaining is subordinated to the government’s economic policy. In addition, some 

countries exclude certain subjects from collective bargaining, or in some cases submit 

it to compulsory arbitration, restrict the right of the parties to determine the level of 

bargaining or prohibit collective bargaining for specific categories of workers or by 

federations and confederations.  In time of crisis, collective bargaining has been 

particularly jeopardized. 

 Elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour 

Freedom from forced or compulsory labour is a cornerstone of the decent work 

concept. Despite the fact that Conventions No. 29 and No. 105 are the most widely 

ratified of all the ILO instruments, the General Survey illustrates that there remain 

instances of various forms of forced or compulsory labour imposed directly by the 

State either for the purposes of production or service (e.g. the use of conscripts for 

non-military purposes, powers to call up labour outside emergency circumstances or 

restrictions on the freedom of workers to terminate employment, in particular in the 

public service and essential services), or as a punishment (e.g. where convicted 

persons are hired to or placed at the disposal of private parties). Instances of vestiges 

of slavery and other slavery-like practices still survive in certain countries. There are 

also cases of the entrapment of people through various forms of debt bondage and 

trafficking in persons for the purposes of sexual and labour exploitation, as well as 

cases where freedom of expression remains subject to restrictions enforced by 

sanctions involving compulsory labour. Finally, the increasing trend of the trafficking 

in persons for the purposes of sexual and labour exploitation stands out as the most 

urgent problem of the twenty-first century in this domain. 
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 Effective abolition of child labour 

With respect to Convention No. 138, experience shows that where child labour is 

practised, respect for other human rights at work is weak. While child labour 

continues to decline globally, there remain 215 million children caught in child 

labour. Moreover,  a considerable number of children are employed in hazardous 

work globally: nearly 53 million children (4.3 per cent) aged 5 to 14 years, and over 

62 million children (16.9 per cent) aged 15 to 17 years are estimated to be 

performing hazardous labour.  The incidence of child labour is more prevalent in sub-

Saharan Africa where one in four children and adolescents are child labourers, 

compared to some one in eight in Asia and the Pacific and one in ten in Latin America 

and the Caribbean. The General Survey also emphasizes that access to free and 

compulsory education is one of the most effective means of combating child labour. 

While important advances have been registered in the past decade, a large number of 

countries are far from reaching the goal of universal primary education by 2015. The 

General Survey underlines that there are globally 68 million children out of school. 

With regard to Convention No. 182, the General Survey emphasizes that eliminating 

the worst forms of child labour is a universal absolute. It raises the challenge of 

immediacy, activating the range of fundamental rights encompassed by this Survey. 

The speed of ratification of Convention No. 182, which has received 174 ratifications 

to date, is unparalleled in the history of ILO standards-related activities. Nonetheless, 

the General Survey highlights various areas of concern in the application of this 

Convention. This includes the persistence of the compulsory recruitment of children 

into national armed forces or non-state armed groups in conflicts around the world. 

This practice may also lead to other serious violations of the rights of children, in the 

form of abductions, murders and sexual violence. The compulsory mobilization of 

children in the context of school programmes, where children are removed from 

public schools and made to work during school hours, is another area of grave 

concern. Moreover, over the past decade, a significant number of children have been 

trafficked globally for commercial sexual and labour exploitation and the General 

Survey underscores the importance of adopting effective and time-bound measures to 

combat this scourge, which a high number of member States have done.  Furthermore, 

while governments have taken measures to combat the commercial sexual 

exploitation of children, with globalization, new problems have arisen, with regard to 

the exploitation of children in pornography through the Internet as well as the growth 

of child sex tourism. Enforcing the relevant legislation has been difficult, particularly 

due to the transnational nature of these crimes. The General Survey underlines the 

need for source, transit and destination countries of Internet child pornography and 

child sex tourism to strengthen their efforts to investigate, prosecute and convict 

perpetrators of these worst forms of child labour, and to pursue their efforts towards 

full and effective cooperation.  

Elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation 

As regards Conventions No. 100 and No. 111, equality and non-discrimination in 

employment and occupation is a fundamental principle and human right to which all 

women and men are entitled, in all countries and in all societies. It impacts on the 

enjoyment of all other rights. Unfortunately, acute violations of these Conventions 

continue in addition to the subtle, chronic problems that underlie discrimination and 

unequal pay.  The General Survey highlights that pay differentials remain one of the 

most persistent forms of inequality, and that globally, the gender pay gap is 
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approximately 23 per cent. While substantial progress has made been in many 

countries to adopt comprehensive gender equality policies and action plans, 

translating such policies and plans into substantive equality in employment and 

occupation is often lacking.  The General Survey describes the persistence of 

restrictions on the jobs women can do, either in law or in practice, which are based on 

stereotyped assumptions. Moreover, far fewer countries have adopted proactive and 

comprehensive measures aimed at combating discrimination and promoting 

substantive equality in respect of other grounds of discrimination, including race, 

colour and national extraction. Such measures are important given the persistent and 

sometimes increasing discrimination against specific groups, including ethnic and 

religious minorities, indigenous and tribal peoples, the Roma, and people of African 

descent. 

*   *   * 

Main messages 

 The inter-relationship and mutually reinforcing nature of the eight 

fundamental Conventions in ensuring respect for the rights at work worldwide. 

 Over the past decade, tremendous action taken both on the legislative and 

practical fronts by governments and the social partners to implement these 

fundamental Conventions. 

 This action highlights the impact of the ILO’s supervisory system. 

 Despite their high ratification rate, serious problems of application remain in 

several member States; the General Survey aims to provide guidance on how 

to overcome these implementation gaps. 

  The continued importance of seeking universal ratification of the eight 

fundamentals by 2015, in light of increasing problems of ensuring decent work 

to vulnerable categories of workers such as domestic workers, migrant 

workers, workers in the informal economy and in agriculture, and more 

recently problems arising from the global economic and financial crisis and 

jobs crisis, as well as events in North Africa and the Middle East. 

 The vital importance of not only ratifying, but also effectively implementing, 

these fundamental Conventions, with a view to building a sustainable socio-

economic framework that would ensure peace, stability, economic 

development and prosperity and social justice worldwide.  

 

 

 


