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Thank you very much for the opportunity to speak 

to you on the key challenges we face today in 

fostering respect for labour rights in the global 

economy. 

It is a great pleasure to be invited by Professor 

Blanpain to speak on a subject on which he is a 

world expert and which is so very close to his 

heart as well as his mind. 

You have had a packed day examining this topic 

from many different angles. 

My contribution will be to stand back a moment 

and reflect on “the key challenges for labour rights 
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protection on a global scale and the multilateral 

instruments that are available to this end.” 

This allows me to discuss with you how the ILO is 

approaching its role in identifying and meeting 

these challenges. We see both major new 

developments but also continuities. For the ILO, 

our mandate remains that of ensuring that a 

socially just global economy is built on the 

foundations of respect for rights at work.  
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I will make six points: 

First, that a sustainable process of global 

development is only politically possible if it 

delivers for people the essential foundation of a 

decent job.  

Second, that intensified global competition poses a 

risk of regime competition in the field of labour 

and social protection. This is not new but the risks 

are increasing.  

Third, there is continuous tension between the 

pressures of competition in the market and respect 

for human rights at work.  
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Fourth, the ILO’s standards system remains highly 

influential even as it faces important challenges. 

Fifth, the ILO is responding creatively to a new 

and powerful aspect of global market integration – 

the rapid growth of global supply chains – by 

developing new cross border partnerships to 

upgrade progressively working conditions in low 

cost producing countries. 

I will conclude with a sixth point, which is that 

sustainable economic and employment growth 

depends on working families’ purchasing power 

creating markets for business; and that in turn 

depends on fair treatment at work and a sound 
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social protection system. International labour 

standards remain a vital underpinning of a global 

economy. 

*** 

So my first point is that for most people getting 

and keeping a decent job is the key to a decent life. 

For many, probably most of us, our sense of 

identity, of self-respect, is intimately tied to what 

we do for a living. 

The head of Gallup recently revealed that his 

organization had found that the single most 
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important concern of people in all parts of the 

world was getting a good job. 

Development in the sense of either an improved 

material well-being or even the deeper concept of 

“the freedom to realize one’s capabilities” as 

argued by Amartya Sen, is thus ultimately 

dependent on productive work that is fairly 

rewarded and undertaken in humane conditions. 

The World Bank’s 2013 development report on 

Jobs opens with phrases like “Jobs are the 

cornerstone of economic and social development. 

… Jobs can transform what we earn, what we do, 

and even who we are.” 



 

8 

 

The importance of a decent job to families and 

communities is however too often forgotten by 

policy makers seeking to shape and manage the 

global economy.  

Elections are, nevertheless, a regular reminder to 

political leaders of the basic reality that women 

and men should have, and expect to have, the 

opportunity to obtain decent and productive work 

in conditions of freedom, equity, security and 

human dignity. 

*** 

If this is so evident why are we here discussing the 

challenges to labour and social protection? 
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The basic mechanisms for labour and social 

protection are laws. Laws are debated, adopted 

and applied by national parliaments and courts. 

The jurisdiction is coincident with the borders of 

the nation. 

Yes, we have the EU which is pioneering legal 

systems that are “transnational”, but even here in 

Europe, the nation state remains the dominant 

rule-making framework in the field of labour and 

social policy. 

The emerging global market for goods, services 

and investment overreaches national boundaries. 

Business is operating in a very competitive world. 
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Transport and communication costs have fallen 

dramatically. Trade and capital movements 

between countries are much less restricted than 

they were 25 or 30 years ago. Some, not many, 

labour markets have gone transnational, for 

example star football players. 

So, my second point is to highlight that the main 

challenge we face is that we have the drivers of the 

demand for labour, derived from the goods and 

services business can sell, are becoming 

increasingly global but the supply of labour is still 

largely regulated nationally. 
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This is a recipe for what academics call “regime 

competition” or in more graphic terms, the risk of 

a “race to the bottom” in labour and social 

protections. 

In many ways the origins of the ILO were part of 

an attempt to build a better world out of the 

wreckage of the pre-1914 globalization, widely 

seen as unjust and a contributory factor to the 

descent into the First World War.  

The pre-1914 period was one of increasing 

globalisation and booming international trade and 

investment. In fact, among several of the advanced 

economies, international trade as a proportion of 
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total output reached or even surpassed the levels 

that exist today.  

There are other parallels with today’s 

globalization. Workers employed in the expanding 

factories did not receive the rewards they expected 

but could see that a privileged few enjoyed 

extravagant wealth and privilege. Wages were 

often too low to raise families out of poverty. 

Working hours were long and safety conditions 

atrocious. Income inequality expanded 

significantly. 

When the war ended, political leaders tried to 

construct a system to end all wars that addressed 
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the injustices of the pre-war period. The 1919 

Treaty of Versailles gave the role of promoting 

social justice to the ILO. A role confirmed in 1944 

when it was relaunched as part of the United 

Nations. 

The basic logic that still drives the ILO, as stated in 

our Constitution, is that “the failure of any nation 

to adopt humane conditions of labour is an 

obstacle in the way of other nations which desire 

to improve the conditions in their own countries”. 

The founders of the ILO foresaw the danger of a 

“race to the bottom” as international competition 
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encouraged producers to cut labour costs in an 

effort to expand market share.  

Constructive competition would focus on high 

quality products, better technology and higher 

productivity with the benefits evenly shared 

throughout society. 

Of course, much has changed during the long life 

of the ILO, but the basic challenges remains the 

same: how do we ensure that the dynamism of 

competition, across national boundaries and legal 

systems, does not lead to widening inequality and 

a downward spiral in working conditions, but 

rather to just societies and a race to the top.  
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*** 

So moving on to my third point, workplaces are 

where human rights meet market forces. 

Let’s not hide the fact that this is a tense meeting 

which quite often leads to confrontation. 

In many ways the purpose of the ILO is to help 

countries deal with working relations that must 

respond both to the pressures of competition and 

to values of social justice.  

It is a permanent negotiation; and the ILO is set up 

with each country represented not just by its 
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government but also by representatives of workers 

and employers – what we call tripartism. 

Let me re-emphasize that point. In the field of 

labour and social protection process is extremely 

important. Work and workplaces are enormously 

varied. No matter how smart we are it is 

impossible to draft standards and laws that will 

cover every eventuality. So we need to focus on 

defining solid principles and a sound process for 

their application in practice.  

At the heart of this process is a well-balanced 

relationship between employers and workers, so 
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that negotiations are able to get to the essence of 

workplace issues. 

This lies at the heart of the ILO’s 1998 Declaration 

on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work 

which states that “in seeking to maintain the link 

between social progress and economic growth, the 

guarantee of fundamental principles and rights at 

work is of particular significance in that it enables 

the persons concerned, to claim freely and on the 

basis of equality of opportunity, their fair share of 

the wealth which they have helped to generate, 

and to achieve fully their human potential.” 
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The 1998 Declaration defines what are sometimes 

referred to as core labour standards. It references 

the principles contained in eight ILO Conventions 

concerning freedom of association and the 

effective recognition of the right to collective 

bargaining; the elimination of all forms of forced 

or compulsory labour; the effective abolition of 

child labour; and the elimination of discrimination 

in respect of employment and occupation. 

Another way of looking at this might be to say that 

the basic rules of the global market must ensure 

that working people when deciding whether to 

accept or continue a contract of employment must, 
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at minimum, be able to exercise these fundamental 

rights. If not the relationship will involve coercion 

and a denial of basic human freedoms – the 

market will not be free. 

There are of course many other issues addressed 

by ILO Conventions that help define a 

development path which holds the prospect of 

being inclusive and sustainable. But these 

fundamental human rights at work deserve some 

attention not least because they have now become 

almost universally accepted as floor conditions for 

a fair globalization. 
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As I said earlier progressing decent work is a 

constant negotiation. Ensuring that representatives 

of working women and men are at that table is 

absolutely essential – hence the importance of 

freedom of association. And while few challenge 

that, in principle, freedom of association is a 

fundamental human right, in practice it is still a 

right that is denied in many workplaces in many 

countries. 

*** 

Fourth, how does the labour rights system work? I 

am sure Professor Blanpain has ensured that you 
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are familiar with the ILO and its labour standards, 

but let me remind you of its key features. 

The system is based on international Conventions 

and Recommendations which are drawn up by 

representatives of governments, employers and 

workers from around the world. 

The ILO has 189 Conventions, 5 Protocols 

(supplementing and updating certain 

Conventions) plus 202 Recommendations.  

They address the fundamental principles I already 

mentioned along with key governance questions 

concerning tripartite consultation, labour 

inspection and employment policy.  In fact, there 
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are standards covering almost all aspects of our 

working life and covering labour law, 

occupational safety and health, social policy, 

employment policy, labour law administration, 

working time, wages, social security protection 

and a range of other topics related to the world of 

work.  

Conventions usually state principles and contain 

important provisions to guide national laws. 

Countries are invited and reminded to ratify 

Conventions which means that they must 

transpose them into law and practice. I stress the 

“and practice” because it is not enough simply to 
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pass legislation; countries also commit to apply the 

principles and provisions of the Conventions. 

Recommendations provide detailed guidance 

usually to assist in the implementation of a 

Convention. 

The adoption of standards is backed up the ILO’s 

supervisory system which combines both regular 

reporting and complaint-based procedures to 

ensure the effective application of standards in law 

and practice. Periodically, or if there is a 

complaint, governments must report to the ILO on 

the application of standards and be subject to 

scrutiny by a Committee of Experts and also a 
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Conference committee made up of government, 

employer and union representatives. 

The reports of the ILO’s supervisory machinery 

are subsequently used by countries to improve, 

where necessary, their law and practice. 

The ILO Constitution also makes provision for 

procedures to investigate and expose extreme and 

persistent breaches of ratified Conventions. 

One of the most recent cases was that of forced 

labour in Myanmar (Burma). Initially the 

authorities were not prepared to cooperate in the 

investigation of well-founded evidence of forced 

labour. But after nearly twenty years of escalating 
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pressure they are now working with the ILO to get 

rid of the practice.  

We are currently discussing intensively how the 

supervisory system promotes the application of 

international labour standards in practice. 

Countries, other international organizations, 

business and trade unions look to the ILO as the 

global authority on how the world of work should 

function.  

*** 

My fifth point is that one of the biggest challenges 

to the system today is the rapid growth of very 

extensive global supply chains. 
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The expansion of global supply chains is creating 

workplaces in less developed economies that are 

working very directly for businesses selling in 

some of the most developed markets. The quality 

of the product is usually tightly controlled by the 

contractor since it is often sold under their logo. 

The contractors know very precisely the profit 

margins to which the supplying firms are 

operating. 

Although the employment contracts of the 

workers are with the supplying firms and 

technically regulated under national laws, from a 

commercial perspective the contractors are or 
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should be well aware of the conditions being 

offered, at least in the main suppliers. 

An added complication is that the supply chains 

for some products, notably ready-made garments, 

are becoming extremely long with “sub” and “sub 

sub” contractors reaching down to very small 

enterprises, sometimes operating informally.  

We thus have important employment enclaves, if 

you like, of developed country economies 

operating within the jurisdiction of less-developed 

economies. 

Viewed from inside the less developed countries, 

the supply chain jobs may pay better than the 
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rural hard labour which is the alternative. Yet 

from the global perspective they cause great 

concern especially when eminently preventable 

disasters like the Rana Plaza factory collapse occur 

in Bangladesh. 

One response is for big brand names, which worry 

about the damage to their image and reputation 

from persistent stories about worker exploitation 

in their supply chains, to develop company codes 

and write their provisions into the supply 

contracts. They then hire inspectors to tell them if 

the terms are being applied and can threaten to 

terminate contracts if they are not.  
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One of the problems with this approach is that the 

supplying firms may work for several brands and 

thus be expected to provide several different 

reports.  

A second problem is that raising employment 

standards is likely to require some investment, 

however the supplying firms have no guarantee 

that if they do raise their standards they will get a 

new contract. The cost of the investment must be 

recouped over a longer haul than the relationship 

with an individual contractor is likely to last. 
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A third issue is that from a broader development 

perspective a developing country would wish that 

entering into global supply chains is, the first step 

on the development ladder. 

The knowledge and technology acquired by such 

suppliers could be built on to increase the national 

value added and spread prosperity beyond the 

export enclaves. This is the theory. But in practice, 

the gap between the low value-added, low cost, 

low wage rung of the ladder and the next higher 

value added rungs is so wide that there is a risk of 

getting trapped at the bottom. This is especially 
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the case when other low cost locations are 

competing fiercely for the business. 

My colleagues and I have recently been working 

with the governmental authorities, employers and 

unions of Bangladesh as well as other international 

actors to shape and put into action a plan to 

improve factory safety in the wake of the Rana 

Plaza and other disasters. The parallels with the 

Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in New York City 

on March 25, 1911, which at that time exemplified 

the need to strengthen labour laws and their 

implementation, are strikingly. Many of the 

victims then were young women who had recently 
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migrated to New York to escape poverty in the 

villages of Eastern Europe and Italy. Many of the 

victims in Dhaka were young women recently 

migrated to escape poverty in Bangladesh’s own 

rural areas. 
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So the problem of improving factory safety is not 

new. The big difference is that the New York 

factory’s customers were shops and consumers in 

New York – the same labour laws applied to all 

the businesses in the sector. The Rana Plaza 

enterprises were selling to dozens of different 

contractors who source all over Asia and the 

developing world and sell all over the developed 

world. 

The ILO’s response to this new challenge is to 

work with and encourage new partnerships within 

supplying countries and between purchasing and 

supplying countries. The core of these 
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transnational partnerships is governments, 

employers’ organizations and unions – tripartism 

squared if you like. 

The aim is to support whole sectors, particularly 

the ready-made garment sector, to improve safety 

and working conditions, to mobilize technical and 

financial support for upgrading from governments 

and businesses in the export markets as well as the 

supplying countries and to substantially upgrade 

workplace inspection systems.  

The upgrading strategy is central to the approach. 

Clearly, we need to make sure as fast as we can 

that workers are not risking their lives. We have a 
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very large scale programme of factory inspection 

getting under way in Dhaka to identify buildings 

at risk of collapse or fire.  

But in the only slightly longer term, the challenge 

is to support the overall improvement of working 

conditions so that countries like Bangladesh can 

move up the value chain and make sure that 

exports contribute to sustainable and inclusive 

development. 

There is a strong business case for such a strategy 

which is attracting the support of major players in 

the world clothing industry. Better work 

organization not only reduces safety risks, it also 
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raises productivity and product quality enabling 

workers to have better pay and conditions and 

supplying firms more secure profit margins. 

The ILO together with the World Bank’s 

International Finance Corporation has a joint 

programme called just that -- Better Work. It aims 

to improve both compliance with labour standards 

and competitiveness in global supply chains 

through country-based programmes in the 

garment sector that drive  sustainable 

improvement in adherence to national labour law 

and core labour standards, and strengthening 



 

37 

 

business competitiveness in major garment 

producing countries.  

The core method of work is a framework for 

assessing compliance with core international 

labour standards and national labour law.  

Enterprise assessments are typically conducted 

annually and form the basis of a comprehensive 

improvement plan for each factory. The detailed 

reports are shared with the factory, which also 

allow Better Work to share the reports with the 

factory’s international buyers. Twice a year, each 

Better Work country programme publishes a 

Compliance Synthesis Reports, which includes 
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aggregate data from participating factories based 

on enterprise assessments. 

The programme, which grew out of a pioneer 

project in Cambodia, now operates in seven 

countries including most recently Bangladesh. 

The strategy of supporting upgrading of safety 

and working conditions, using international 

labour standards as the bench mark, has attracted 

considerable support from the aid agencies of the 

major export destination countries.  

It is also yielding increased awareness and action 

for a wider process of national reform on key 

topics such as labour inspection services, 
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minimum wage setting and freedom of 

association. 

There is a long way to go. But what we may be 

witnessing is the biggest low cost producing 

country of ready-made garments heading along a 

road of improved working and safety conditions 

supported by rising productivity and product 

quality; all this backed by the major players in 

their export markets.  

There is no reason for complacency; the challenges 

worldwide are huge. However, I do believe these 

sorts of creative partnerships do hold hope for 

working women and men in great need of 
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improved labour protection. Founded in the 

values of the time-tested ILO international labour 

standards system, they respond to the powerful 

challenges posed by global supply chains.  

Sixth and to conclude, the ILO system was seen 

by many as the foundation of a post 1945 

economic and social model that could yield 

growth that was reasonably fairly distributed. 

Europe, or more precisely Western Europe, was at 

the forefront of what some termed the social 

market economy and others the welfare state. For 

developing countries and countries without 
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democratic political systems, this was a less stable 

and prosperous period.  

But international labour standards provided goals 

and milestones for measuring progress towards 

development and social justice.  

The international economic environment began to 

change, from the early 1970s and with accelerating 

pace in the 1980s and 1990s onwards. 

“Globalisation”, coupled with political change in 

Eastern Europe and economic reforms in populous 

countries like China, dramatically expanded the 

proportion of the global labour force competing 

for jobs. 
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These developments certainly have the potential to 

spread prosperity within and between countries. 

However, intensified competition in the 

increasingly open global market also led to a re-

emergence of worries about a race to the bottom in 

labour and social standards. 

I hope to have shown that in part these new 

challenges were a re-emergence of old challenges 

which had over nearly a century stimulated the 

ILO to build a remarkable international labour 

standards system. That system has never not faced 

challenges. Now in the 21st century we face an 

increase in the tension placed on social and labour 
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rights as a consequence of intensified competition 

and an extremely volatile international financial 

market. 

More than five years after the near crash of 2008, 

growth and employment prospects for the near 

term are still weak. Consumption by households 

and investment by firms is weighed down in 

many advanced and emerging countries by falling 

real wages and weak investment despite high 

profits. Governments, having initially 

compensated this demand deficiency, are now 

seeking to rein in high levels of debt through fiscal 

consolidation. 
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Breaking out of this damaging slide into a slow 

growth trap requires action. Policy measures that 

lift the spending power of lower income 

households are likely to have a large impact on 

demand as well as begin to redress the longer term 

fall in wage shares and increases in inequality. 

A coordinated effort to implement a mix of 

demand and supply side policies, focused on 

generating more and better jobs, could play an 

important role in turning the economic tide in 2014 

and 2015. 

This may sound like the beginning of a new global 

social compact, and a renewed drive to get on to 
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the high road of inclusive and sustainable 

development.  

The Secretary General of the UN is using this 

phrase as he seeks to build support for a new 

strong framework for sustainable development 

post 2015. 

More and better jobs promoted through respect for 

international labour standards remain crucial to a 

socially just and peaceful world. 

 

Thank you.  


