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Appendix Il

Office note on the process of setting the agenda of the
International Labour Conference

Informal tripartite consultations, 20 September 2012

1.

2.

1.

This note has been prepared with a view to assisting the tripartite constituents in the
framework of the informal tripartite consultations to explore options to improve the
process of setting the agenda of the International Labour Conference (ILC).

Constitutional and regulatory framework

2.

The constitutional framework for the process of setting the agenda of the ILC has remained
basically unchanged since the adoption of the ILO Constitution in 1919. The Governing
Body is responsible for setting the Conference agenda, ' giving consideration to any
suggestion made by a government, a recognized representative employers’ or workers’
organization or a public international organization. It has the authority to determine the
number and nature of the items on the Conference agenda. The Conference can also decide
to include a subject on the agenda of its following session. *

The Office is responsible for the collection and distribution of information on subjects
proposed for inclusion on the Conference agenda with a view to the adoption of
international Conventions, > and it prepares the documents on the various agenda items. To
this end, the Office undertakes the required research on the issues identified by the
constituents or at the initiative of the Office, and prepares the relevant documents for the
Governing Body’s consideration, with an indication as to whether the items are of the
nature of a general discussion or relate to standard setting.

In accordance with its Standing Orders, the Governing Body considers proposed items for
inclusion on the Conference agenda at two successive sessions, unless there is unanimous
consent for a single consideration. This includes standard-setting items with a view to the
adoption of new standards. The Standing Orders also set out the procedures for placing the
revision, abrogation or withdrawal of standards on the Conference agenda, as well as a
voting procedure if consensus is not reached in the Governing Body. Most of the rules
established concern standards-related items and the observance of the related statutory
deadlines.

The rationale behind this distribution of responsibilities is to allow the Governing Body to
ensure that the Conference agenda items selected reflect the wishes of constituents and are
feasible in terms of the Office’s human and financial resources.

Long-standing tripartite discussions

6.

The many institutional and procedural ramifications of the process of setting the
Conference agenda have given rise to long-standing discussions in the Governing Body
and the Conference covering almost all the aspects of the process, including: broader
involvement by the constituents; the link between the Conference agenda and standards-

" Article 14, para. 1, of the Constitution.
* Article 16, para. 3, of the Constitution.

* Article 10 of the Constitution.
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related action (including such important issues as the frequency with which standards-
related items are included on the agenda, the revision of standards and the preparation of
Conference discussions); the balance between new standards, the revision of standards and
general discussions, and the timing of decisions on the inclusion of the various types of
items on the agenda; coordination between the Conference agenda and planning and
programming policies and tools; the number of items on the agenda, their impact on the
composition of Conference delegations and their financial implications.

Discussions of the Governing Body procedure have focused on: advantages and
disadvantages of fixing the Conference agenda two years in advance; voting methods;
criteria guiding the choice of items, such as the priority needs of constituents, the number
of workers affected, the severity of the problem, the relevance and timeliness of the issues,
and specific criteria for standards-related items, including the added value of new
standards with reference to the existing body of standards; advantages and disadvantages
of a double debate before finalizing the agenda; the session at which the final decision is
made; and the method for the identification and selection of items by the Governing Body.
The strengthening of the role of the Conference in fixing its own agenda has also been
examined.

3. Useful lessons from past tripartite discussions

8.

10.

Past discussions have shown that there is no quick and easy solution to improving the
process of setting the Conference agenda, but that it is fundamental for there to be a sound
common understanding of the distribution of the respective responsibilities.

Clearly, any proposed changes would have to take into account and be in line with the
discussions on the reform of the Conference. In addition, sustainable improvements can
only be achieved if a comprehensive approach is adopted, backed up by consensus on the
ILO standards policy and its coordination with the Conference agenda and the links with
the Standards Review Mechanism (once its modalities have been determined). For
example, in relation to the timing of final decisions on agenda items, a balance needs to be
struck between the need to address topical issues and adequate preparation time.
Consideration is currently being given in the Governing Body to keeping a slot open in the
Conference agenda until its June session to allow for the consideration of an item as
follow-up to the work of a technical committee or the recurrent discussion, or on topical
issues requiring urgent examination. The timing of final decisions on the Conference
agenda also depends on the complexity of the proposed subject, as well as the exercise by
the Conference of its authority concerning its own agenda, the preparation of discussions
and the selection method adopted by the Governing Body, in light of the nature of the
proposed item.

Pending guidance on these broad questions, in light of the comments made since the
beginning of the consultation process and during the 313th Session (March 2012) of the
Governing Body, possible options for improving the process are outlined below.

4. Strengthening the role of constituents
within existing mechanisms

11.

12.

The constituents have emphasized that setting the Conference agenda should be subject to
a process of regular interaction between them and the Office.

In 2006 and 2007, the Workers’ group suggested the establishment of small representative
groups to undertake a preliminary examination of proposals with a view to facilitating
discussions in the Governing Body. They would include members of the secretariat, the
advisers to the Employers’ and Workers’ groups and Government regional coordinators.
Although no decisions would be taken, the discussions would allow the Governing Body to
discuss proposals based on in-depth consultations, including tripartite consultations at the
national level. In May 2012, the representative of the Employers’ secretariat suggested that
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13.

14.

both the constituents and the Office should compile a list of proposed items, which could
be filtered before being submitted to the Governing Body.

The experiment of a “portfolio” of proposals between 1997 and 1999 showed the need to
ensure coordination within and between groups, so that the discussion and preparation of
proposals are feasible for both the Governing Body and the Office. *

With the adoption by the Governing Body in March 2011 of the package of reforms to its
functioning, consultations could be held, in a manner and at a frequency to be specified,
either in the screening group of the Governing Body or, more informally, with the Geneva-
based tripartite consultative group. Consideration might also be given to making better use
of the constitutional right of constituents to submit proposals for Conference agenda items
through existing mechanisms, including within the framework of the ILC.

At the international level

15.

During the tripartite discussions in February 2012, the outcomes of ILO meetings were
identified as “potential” generators of proposals, based on the effective involvement of
constituents. Regional meetings, tripartite sectoral meetings and expert meetings have
traditionally acted as sources of proposed Conference agenda items. More systematic
coordination between these (and other) meetings and the Conference agenda could
therefore be developed, based on two-way consultation between the Governing Body and
the various meetings on the relevance of any proposals, and the formulation of clear
proposals by the meetings.

The double debate in the Governing Body

16.

The prior screening process referred to above and the double debate provided for by the
Standing Orders of the Governing Body should provide constituents with an opportunity to
make suggestions during the first discussion in November, when the Office could present a
list of proposals supported by succinct reasoning. The Governing Body would indicate the
proposals it wished to retain, and could make further suggestions. The Office would
provide fuller justification for the second discussion at the March session. This
arrangement would be facilitated by the new scheduling of the autumn sessions of the
Governing Body, which will be held in October as of 2013, allowing more time to prepare
for the second discussion. It should be ensured that the identification of proposals remains
workable both for the Office and the Governing Body (for which reason prior consultations
would be useful), taking into account any decision by the Governing Body regarding the
timing of its final decision.

The system of recurrent discussions under the
Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization,
2008 (the “Social Justice Declaration’)

17.

One of the purposes of recurrent discussions is to improve the efficiency of the process for
setting the Conference agenda, with the effective involvement of the tripartite constituents.
In this regard, the following elements may be highlighted.

* The “portfolio” approach, introduced at the request of the Governing Body, was intended to
provide a longer and more relevant list of possible items, benefiting from proposals by governments
and employers’ and workers’ organizations, and on which consultations were held regularly.
However, the limited resources and time available to evaluate all the proposals meant that they were
not supported by sufficient research or policy discussion. In the absence of appropriate analysis,
particularly on the expected impact of proposed standards, it was difficult to reconcile the divergent
views expressed concerning some of the proposals. In 2000, the “portfolio” approach was
complemented by the integrated approach, which was intended to reinforce the coherence, relevance
and impact of standards. It was based on the premise that items for standard setting should be
selected not only in a larger, subject-wide context, but also taking into account all the ILO’s
standards-related activities.

18
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18. First, recurrent discussions have already facilitated the setting of the Conference agenda, as
one technical item is set automatically within the current seven-year cycle of recurrent
items. With a view to achieving greater coherence and cost-efficiency, all the topical issues
concerning a strategic objective could be exclusively examined under the recurrent item
discussion, with the responsible sector concentrating its resources on preparing the
recurrent item report.

19. Second, the process of setting the Conference agenda would be further enhanced in cases
in which the outcome of the recurrent discussion identifies a specific Conference agenda
item. However, recent tripartite discussions show that there are contrasting views on this. It
should be recalled in this respect that the generation of an agenda item from recurrent
discussions for subsequent sessions of the Conference requires a tripartite decision by
either the Conference or the Governing Body.

20. The review by the tripartite constituents in recurrent discussions of trends concerning a
strategic objective, the needs of Members and possible gaps in the Organization’s action,
including its standards-related action, offers a new and broad basis for decisions on future
Conference agenda items. The fact that the discussion of the General Survey by the
Conference Committee on the Application of Standards will take place one year before the
recurrent discussion of the related strategic objective as of 2014 will give constituents
more time to draw conclusions regarding the impact of standards-related action and the
possible need to revise existing standards or develop new ones.

21. In this context, the Office and the Governing Body should consider further reviewing the
arrangements and modalities of recurrent discussions, including the content of recurrent
item reports, the involvement of constituents and the organization of the discussion during
the Conference, so as to reflect more fully their specific purpose under the Social Justice
Declaration and distinguish them more clearly from general discussions.

Possible reactivation of the Resolutions Committee

22. The Resolutions Committee was established in 1932 to examine draft resolutions
submitted by individual delegates relating to items other than those on the agenda of the
Conference. In 1993, it was decided that the Resolutions Committee would meet during
sessions other than those preceding the start of a biennial financial period. Since 2006,
article 17 of the Standing Orders of the ILC has been regularly suspended by the
Conference.

23. In the past, resolutions adopted by the Conference upon the recommendation of the
Resolutions Committee have led to items being included on the agenda of subsequent
sessions of the Conference, and have influenced the number and nature of the items
selected.

24. The reactivation of the Resolutions Committee gives rise to differences of opinion among
constituents. As confirmed by the consultations in May, some constituents point to past
experience of an increasing proportion of resolutions raising political questions for which
the ILO did not have primary responsibility. Others consider that it is an important means
for the Conference to influence its agenda and ILO policy, while allowing some flexibility
in relation to the agenda set by the Governing Body.

At the national level

25. The national tripartite consultation procedures established under the Tripartite Consultation
(International Labour Standards) Convention, 1976 (No. 144), offer another means of
strengthening initiatives by constituents concerning the Conference agenda. Article 5(1)(a)
of the Convention requires consultations on government replies to questionnaires
concerning items on the Conference agenda and government comments on proposed texts
to be discussed by the Conference. The application of this provision in practice offers
examples of how these consultations can be extended to discuss proposed Conference
agenda items. National tripartite consultations could feed into any consultative process put
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5.

in place to facilitate discussions by the Governing Body. While the article 22 reports on the
application of Convention No. 144 and the replies to the questionnaires submitted by the
constituents on the Conference agenda provide some information on potential agenda
items, this procedure could be better utilized to contribute ideas for the Conference agenda.

Strengthening Office support

26.

27.

28.

29.

The Office is currently reviewing its working methods and procedures, and concrete
proposals will be submitted to the Director-General by the end of the year to improve the
transparency and efficiency of Office processes. The aim is to ensure that the preparation
of the Conference agenda is more responsive to the proposals and comments of
constituents and emerging issues in a rapidly changing socio-economic climate, and that
agenda items are mainstreamed more effectively in the Office’s work and anchored solidly
in Office-wide coordination.

Stronger ownership across the Office will be built through the more systematic
involvement of the various sectors and departments, including PROGRAM, GENDER,
ACTRAV, ACT/EMP, INTEGRATION, the Institute and field offices. The Office-wide
Senior Management Team will also be involved, particularly to arbitrate between the
different proposals, including their timing, and to ensure overall coherence between
proposals, added value to the Organization and broad policy priorities.

The specific options under discussion include: the examination of eligibility criteria to
guide the selection of Office proposals; appropriate coordination with the Strategic Policy
Framework and the programme and budget; stronger coordination with the research
agenda; strengthening of the preparatory work and follow-up to recurrent discussions
(which have already given rise to better planning and coherence in the Office’s work, as
their schedule is known well in advance); examination of the financial arrangements for
the preparatory work for Conference agenda items; and an Office-wide online
consultation/interaction process.

% %k 3k
Based on the views expressed during the consultations, the Office will prepare a more

detailed document for examination by the Governing Body, either at its 316th Session
(November 2012), if time allows, or its 317th Session (March 2013).
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