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Original Spanish: The PRESIDENT 
I declare that this third (special) sitting of the In-

ternational Labour Conference is now open. 
Your Excellency, ministers, delegates, ladies and 

gentlemen, the International Labour Conference has 
the great honour today to welcome His Excellency, 
Mr Danilo Türk, the President of the Republic of 
Slovenia. To introduce our very distinguished guest, 
I now give the floor to the Secretary-General of the 
International Labour Conference, Mr Juan Somavia. 
The SECRETARY-GENERAL OF THE CONFERENCE 

Mr President, it is my honour to welcome you to 
this special sitting of the 97th Session of the Inter-
national Labour Conference – the world parliament 
of labour, representing governments, workers and 
employers of country Members. President Türk, 
allow me to say from the outset, what a personal 
and institutional privilege and pleasure it is to re-
ceive you as a global leader of today. I have been 
honoured to know and work with you in many mis-
sion capacities. 

Dear friends, it is not often that so many sources 
of knowledge and experience find their way into the 
hands of a President of the Republic. A lawyer, an 
intellectual and human rights activist, a tenured pro-
fessor of international law, a person of global vi-
sion, comfortable in the world of international rela-
tions and the United Nations, and certainly a sig-
nificant voice in national politics. He was elected 
President of the Republic of Slovenia with nearly 70 
per cent of the votes last November.  

Again, Mr President, what an honour to have you 
with us, also representing the country that has as-
sumed the presidency of the European Union (EU), 
a region so close to the history of the International 
Labour Organization (ILO). Many of the social 
struggles in Europe that erupted with the wave of 
globalization at the end of the nineteenth century 
are at the origin of the ILO. Your presence with us 
further underscores the EU support for the Decent 
Work Agenda and fair globalization that comes not 
only from the Council of the European Union and 
the European Commission, but also the European 
Parliament and the European Economic and Social 
Committee. You have a profound belief that the 
European Union can play a key role as a global 
leader to help address, together with others, many of 
the complex issues of today and, most importantly 
for us, you are today making history. I say that you 

are making history because you are the first Head of 
State of a country that has assumed the presidency 
of the European Union to address the International 
Labour Conference. We thank you for this.  

Everyone in this room certainly hopes that your 
precedent will be followed in the future. As the 
Head of State of Slovenia, you are well known as a 
leader of strong conviction and commitment, a fer-
vent believer in the rule of law, democracy and dia-
logue.  

Much of your professional life has been devoted 
to research and teaching international law at insti-
tutes and academic institutions in your own country, 
throughout Europe and in the United States. You 
have written numerous authoritative studies and are 
active in the International Law Association.  

You are also an outstanding human rights advo-
cate, an adviser and expert on such pressing issues 
as the prevention of discrimination, the protection 
of minorities and the need to put economic, social 
and cultural rights into practice. You also initiated 
and played a leading role in the Human Rights 
Council in Slovenia. And, of course, you are also a 
distinguished diplomat, serving as the First Ambas-
sador of Slovenia to the United Nations in New 
York, where you twice presided over the United 
Nations Security Council and then served as United 
Nations Assistant Secretary-General for Political 
Affairs. You have also participated as a key actor in 
numerous major international conferences, includ-
ing the World Summit for Social Development in 
Copenhagen, which was directly linked to the ILO’s 
Decent Work Agenda, and, as you said in a speech 
recently, “The world needs effective models of sus-
tainable growth … . Globalization will be consid-
ered as good if it helps in spreading prosperity and 
improved standards of human well-being and free-
dom.” 

This conviction is given added force as Slovenia 
now presides over the EU. In fact, during the course 
of this session of the Conference, your country will 
chair a ministerial-level meeting on decent work for 
young people in the Western Balkans. This is one of 
the major challenges, of course, in a region that has 
known such turbulence. 

Mr President, over the years, I and many others 
throughout the world have admired your political 
wisdom and the conviction of your values, which go 
hand in hand with the independent thinking of an 
open-minded, intellectual and a creative force for 
dialogue and consensus building. Let me, on behalf 
of all present here, thank you for your presence in 
this hall today which represents, as I said, the par-
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liament of labour and what we regard as the real 
economy – the employers, the workers and the gov-
ernments who have to establish the parameters for 
that activity. Mr President, you honour us. Thank 
you for being with us. 
Mr TÜRK (President of the Republic of Slovenia) 

I feel honoured to have the opportunity to take 
part in the work of the International Labour Confer-
ence and in one of the most important contemporary 
debates, the debate on the Decent Work Agenda. I 
wish to commend the International Labour Organi-
zation and the Director-General, Mr Juan Somavia, 
for the pioneering work which has already gener-
ated a high level of acceptance of the concept of 
decent work and its relevance to policy-making 
both at the national level of States and internation-
ally.  

Later in this session, the Minister of Labour of 
Slovenia will speak in more detail about our own, 
that is, Slovene experience, and she will also chair a 
meeting on the labour issues relating to the south- 
eastern Europe region. For my part, I would like to 
share with you some more general thoughts on the 
concept of decent work in the context of globaliza-
tion and on the role of the European Union and the 
rotating presidency, which Slovenia currently holds. 
But at the outset, let me put my remarks in context. 

We live in an era of globalization that is driven by 
a very dynamic development of new technologies, 
in particular telecommunications technologies, and 
is characterized by impressive global economic ex-
pansion. This has created an impression that some 
factors of production, such as technology and capi-
tal, are decisive, while the significance of other fac-
tors has been diminished. This impression corre-
sponded to the belief that globalization is something 
entirely new in human history and that new tech-
nologies have an inevitable transformative effect on 
societies. This is how globalization optimism came 
about. According to globalization optimists, the ef-
fects of globalization have already made the world 
flat. According to this view, modern technologies 
have levelled the playing field, thus offering compa-
rable opportunities to everyone in the world and the 
promise of a great future to all. 

However, in recent years, this line of thinking has 
been giving way to a more nuanced, more realistic 
and therefore somewhat less enthusiastic view. 
First, the process of globalization started centuries 
ago and had earlier surges, including the industrial 
revolution of the nineteenth century. The difference 
between the globalization of today and its earlier 
periods is that the processes of today affect much 
larger numbers of people around the world much 
more immediately. Second, expressions of techno-
logical optimism should be viewed cautiously. His-
torical experience is relevant here. Technological 
advances, such as the introduction of electricity into 
the daily lives of large numbers of people a century 
ago, transformed societies in many ways. However, 
this transformation has not brought prosperity to all 
and has not prevented social and political upheavals 
or armed conflicts. 

The new technologies of today and new economic 
opportunities do not automatically translate into 
greater freedom and justice or more durable peace. 
Peace and justice, including social justice, require 
special efforts.  

It is not surprising that the current debates on 
globalization concentrate on the issues of the un-

even distribution of its fruits, on the ethical and le-
gal aspects of technological development and on a 
variety of social and political problems generated 
during this recent phase of globalization. Issues re-
volving around employment and work are an impor-
tant part of this debate. This is not surprising. A 
mature understanding of the advances of the past 
decade necessarily involves greater emphasis on 
their social and political dimensions, and the current 
financial upheavals and rising food prices have only 
added an element of drama to this already existing 
understanding.  

This is the context in which the International La-
bour Organization is expected to offer an effective 
strategy of decent work to guide its member States, 
as well as employers and workers. It is not an exag-
geration to say that the recent evolution of the de-
bate on globalization deepened the understanding of 
the centrality of issues of decent work at this point 
in time. The excellent recent Report of the Director-
General, Decent Work: Some strategic challenges 
ahead, has confirmed this conclusion with great 
clarity and has addressed the key strategic chal-
lenges in a manner which invites serious discussion. 
Implicitly, the Report also reminds us of the ethical 
basis of the concept of decent work and, impor-
tantly, of the fact that the significant body of exist-
ing law already seeks to ensure that decent work 
becomes a reality. It is therefore entirely appropriate 
for the international community to insist on the ba-
sic principles advocated by the ILO and to 
strengthen the implementation of existing legal 
standards.  

Labour is not a commodity; labour adds value in 
the process of production and is a value in itself; 
labour and creativity go hand in hand and they rep-
resent a basic guarantee of decent human existence 
and a basic guarantee for development. Ethical pos-
tulates such as these are of great importance in any 
discussion on the strategies of decent work. Based 
on these postulates, the strategies of decent work 
can effectively develop both their legal and policy 
dimensions. Our legal standards of decent work 
have been developed over time and their importance 
has not diminished. On the contrary, the Report of 
the Director-General, has shown in paragraph 90, 
that there has been a 50 per cent increase in the rati-
fication of the eight fundamental ILO Conventions 
in the past ten years. This is a huge change and a 
huge rise, and, indeed, as the Director-General rec-
ognizes, the significance of this hugely encouraging 
outcome has yet to be fully appreciated. Premature 
conclusions are not appropriate. However, the fact 
that the acceptance of the basic labour standards has 
grown so steeply at a time when it appeared that the 
significance of labour had become less appreciated 
than it was in the past conveys a powerful message: 
it tells us something about the enduring importance 
of the ethical basis of labour standards and about 
their legal soundness; it tells us something about 
their importance for social stability and for devel-
opment. The effort to bring the actual practices into 
compliance with labour standards has to be 
strengthened. At the same time, the labour strate-
gists should be encouraged by the high rate of ac-
ceptance as such and use this in the process of pol-
icy-making.  

Now it is necessary to understand the variety of 
ways in which international labour standards help. 
The implementation of economic and social rights, 
including the right to work, requires a variety of 

10/2  



policies, depending on the relevant circumstances. 
Taken together, such policies constitute the progres-
sive realization of human rights. But how does one 
measure progress? Economic and social indicators, 
a variety of statistical data which, in the end, allow 
a judgement on the level of achievement represent, 
one of the tools. But techniques for the statistical 
measurement of progress rarely provide a suffi-
ciently comprehensive picture. They have to be 
combined with the implementation of legal stan-
dards, in particular those enshrined in the eight fun-
damental ILO Conventions. A combination of sta-
tistical measurement of the effects of policies and 
legal assessment of the level of compliance with the 
accepted labour standards can provide the best 
available insight into the question of the realization 
of the postulates of decent work. The two processes 
of evaluation – statistical and legal – have to go 
hand in hand. Statistics provide the basic under-
standing of the levels of achievement. Information 
about the implementation of legal standards tells us 
about the actual situation of human beings and 
makes the dependence on statistics less vital. There-
fore, the current high acceptance of international 
labour standards provides an opportunity that must 
be seized by the strategists of decent work policies. 

Decent work is of vital importance in every soci-
ety because it represents the first and most critical 
step out of poverty. This is the case even in affluent 
societies, such as those in Europe, where material 
deprivation is mitigated by higher levels of social 
transfers and subsidies. However, subsidies and so-
cial transfers do not eliminate poverty. Very often 
in such circumstances poverty lingers on in the form 
of social exclusion. Social peace based on exclusion 
is precarious. Decent work for all provides inclusion 
and is the only viable solution. Now, in poverty-
stricken societies, on the other hand, this fact is 
even more pronounced. There simply is no way out 
of poverty without development, and there is no 
substitute for the basic requirements of develop-
ment, that is, expanding employment and decent 
work. This is why worldwide implementation of the 
concept of decent work is called for. The creation of 
employment opportunities and the implementation 
of the basic labour standards, as well as the creation 
of opportunities for an adequate income, social pro-
tection and social dialogue between the main part-
ners within a society, are objectives of global im-
portance. They are also among the criteria by which 
history will judge the quality of our era of global-
ization. However, the conditions for achieving these 
criteria are different in different parts of the world.  

In Europe, combining social justice and economic 
competitiveness represents the essence of develop-
ment. Therefore, the inclusion of the concept of de-
cent work as part of the European Social Agenda is 
a natural choice. The concept of decent work is also 
an essential element of the Lisbon Strategy on 
growth and employment which the European Union 
adopted in 2000 and which has been subject to an 
intense policy discussion since 2005. This discus-
sion is expected to energize the implementation of 
the Strategy and to add new incentives for devel-
opment. Active employment policies are empha-
sized in this context. They constitute the basis for an 
improved social cohesion and for the new cycle of 
development. At the same time, it will be necessary 
to modernize European systems of social protection, 
to improve the level of flexibility of labour markets 

and to strengthen investment in human capital so as 
to ensure the required knowledge and skills.  

Social partnership is a key guarantee for success 
in the processes called for in the Lisbon Strategy. 
The relevance of social partnership at this point in 
time is twofold. First, it helps the young to obtain 
the opportunity to work with the necessary attention 
to the development of their knowledge and skills 
and to permanent learning which is necessary to 
retain and develop flexibility for young people’s 
future work and employment. In addition, it also 
assists older workers who, in the ageing population 
of Europe, have to work longer and who need to 
retain the necessary flexibility and skills and to de-
velop new skills in a prolonged period of employ-
ment. Social partnership is a strategic necessity for 
effective policy-making. It involves a variety of 
local, regional and national institutions, as well as 
the institutions of the European Union. 

The European Union is becoming increasingly 
aware of the importance of investing in people, and 
of improving the labour market. At its most recent 
session last March, the European Council empha-
sized the need to strengthen the education element 
in the triad: “research – innovation – education.” 
High-quality education and increasing investment in 
human capital and creativity were defined as essen-
tial if Europe is to succeed in the globalized world 
of today. This is the way towards the knowledge-
based economy, towards adequate employment op-
portunities and towards fiscal stability. And it goes 
without saying that these policies are the means for 
the eradication of inequality and poverty in Europe 
and for the reduction of youth unemployment, 
which breeds poverty in many parts of Europe to-
day. 

In the countries of the European Union, these 
policies are being devised to address the specific 
European typology of problems of development and 
social cohesion. It is clear that decent work, meas-
ured by a high standard of this concept, is at the 
core. 

It is particularly important that, in order to 
achieve such a high standard, work be understood 
and cultivated in a close relationship with creativity. 
Creativity is the name of the high quality of work 
and employment in our era. Investment in education 
is critical for the system to be effective. 

Now, while working intensely on the develop-
ment of its own policies, the European Union is also 
aware of its global responsibilities. Here, at the In-
ternational Labour Conference, I wish to emphasize 
in particular the global responsibilities of the Euro-
pean Union. 

The European Union supports the International 
Labour Organization’s system of implementation of 
labour standards and believes that these standards 
must progress globally. The Decent Work Agenda 
is also a source of policy-making in the context of 
the cooperation of the European Union with a vari-
ety of its partners. They include partners working 
with the European Union in the context of the 
European Neighbourhood Policy, as well as strate-
gic partners and other partners in Africa, in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and in Asia. The exist-
ing diversity of partnership arrangements with 
countries around the world provides an opportunity 
for inclusion, in an appropriate manner, of the re-
quirements of decent work as an essential element 
of the European Union’s international cooperation. 
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The existing and evolving cooperative frame-
works will also represent an important opportunity 
for testing the policy choices and methodologies to 
be applied in the realization of the decent work 
strategies. Thus, the European Union, and in par-
ticular the European Commission, will continue to 
strengthen external assistance for social adjustment 
in countries and regions outside the European Un-
ion which are involved in trade liberalization. Our 
trade liberalization should be promoted in a manner 
which will help to achieve high growth, higher em-
ployment and the progressive realization of stan-
dards of decent work. This is a difficult task, but 
one that must not be avoided and that will give the 
full meaning to the concept of international coop-
eration in the era of intensive globalization. 

In the globalized world of today, international co-
operation is indispensable for the realization of the 
concept of decent work. The role of international 
institutions is essential, and, among them, the ILO 
is of central importance. This has been repeatedly 
recognized by a variety of international bodies, in-
cluding the World Commission on the Social Di-
mension of Globalization. The ILO itself has em-
barked upon the path of strengthening its capacity, 
and its bodies are constantly engaged in the process 
refining its working methods, in strengthening its 
knowledge base and in making the assistance given 
to member States more effective. 

This process should continue with the necessary 
vigour. The work done so far in the preparation of 
the authoritative text promises success, and I would 
like to add my voice to those wishing the ILO suc-
cess in this endeavour. 

The International Labour Organization is one of 
the oldest and the most experienced members of the 
United Nations family. It has emerged as a result of 
the realization, arrived at after the First World War, 
of the enduring importance of labour relations and 
their regulation so that social and political stability 
can be maintained and so that development can en-
sue. It has developed a unique tripartite structure to 
make the process of decision-making and the im-
plementation of decisions coherent and effective. It 
has involved a significant part of civil society in its 
work. In many ways, ILO practices have paved the 
way towards the forms of international cooperation 
existing today in the United Nations system and 
beyond. 

All this experience is a tremendous asset in our 
era of globalization. Let this experience inform and, 
wherever necessary, guide the discussion on policy-

making. The ILO not only has great historical ex-
perience, but also has a great mission today and a 
great role to play in the future. I am convinced that 
social justice and decent work will be an important 
characteristic of that future, of our common future, 
towards which we all need to work. 
Original Spanish: The PRESIDENT 

Thank you, Mr President, for having left us with 
some words which are fully in harmony with the 
objectives and values of the International Labour 
Organization. As Head of State of the country that 
holds the presidency of the European Union, allow 
me to thank you, Sir, personally and on behalf of 
my country, Panama, for the support given by the 
European Union for my appointment as President of 
this 97th Session of the International Labour Con-
ference. As a result, I now have the honour and the 
privilege to take the floor before you on behalf of 
all the participants in this room. 

Your Excellency, the Conference is honoured by 
the presence of such an active advocate of human 
rights and someone who has made a valuable con-
tribution in cooperating with the Secretary-General 
of the United Nations for over a decade. Your im-
pressive career leaves no doubt whatsoever as to 
your commitment to promoting greater respect for 
fundamental values, such as non-discrimination to-
wards minorities and freedom of expression, which 
are topics of paramount importance for the ILO.  

Moreover, since 1989, when social dialogue was 
established in Slovenia, your country has been par-
ticularly active in this field, using social dialogue 
and tripartism, the fundamental values of this Con-
ference, as key instruments to achieve economic 
and social progress. In this regard, Slovenia has 
been considered as a shining example to be fol-
lowed by the other countries that acceded to the 
European Union in 2004. Likewise, the priorities 
established during Slovenia’s presidency of the 
European Union this year, in terms of employment, 
social policies and equal opportunities will without 
doubt allow the European Union to make headway 
towards achieving the objectives of decent work. 
Mr President, on behalf of my colleagues, the Offi-
cers of the Conference, and all the other partici-
pants, I should like to express to you our deepest 
gratitude for your visit. 

I now close the third (special) sitting of the 97th 
Session of the International Labour Conference. 

(The Conference adjourned at 3.50 p.m.) 
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