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Domestic workers’ rights both “necessary” and “feas ible” 
Conference on ILO Convention No. 189 places decent work for domestic workers on the regional 
policy agenda 
 
Cairo (ILO News) –  The regional campaign to promote the ratification and application of ILO 
Convention 189 and its associated Recommendation 201 is gaining momentum in the Arab states 
with the convening of a regional conference on the protection of the fundamental rights of domestic 
workers. 
 
Two months after the Philippines ratified C189, the second member state after Uruguay to do so, 
delegates from ten Arab countries have gathered in Cairo from October 22-24 to discuss its 
implementation and share knowledge and experiences on the extension of labour legislation to 
domestic workers, the regulation of recruitment agencies and the strengthening of social dialogue 
around protection mechanisms. 
 
“There is a growing recognition in the Arab States that domestic work should be governed by sound 
labour laws and policies. Convention 189 provides the framework to bring Arab domestic laws in line 
with international standards. This is both necessary and feasible,” said Nada al-Nashif, ILO Regional 
Director for the Arab States. 

The three-day conference brings together government, employer and workers representatives, civil 
society groups and international organizations. 
 
Supported by the majority of member States at the 100th International Labour Conference in June 
2011, Convention 189 comes into force in September 2013.  
 
The Convention touches upon key areas of protection for domestic workers, such as working 
conditions including minimum wages, employment contracts, social security, prohibition of forced 
labour, harassment and other violations. It becomes binding on Member States that ratify it, while its 
accompanying Recommendation 201 provides detailed guidance on its application. 
 
Philippines Undersecretary of the Department of Labour and Employment, Rebecca Chato, appealed 
to delegates to support the ratification of the new international standard.  
 
“Convention 189 is too important for a country to pass up. It is an historic instrument. It offers us, as 
members of civilized nations, an opportunity to move forward and discard discrimination against the 
people who attend to our personal and family comforts – the domestic workers,” she said. 
 
In the Arab States, although women domestic workers constitute only a fifth to one-fourth of the 
expatriate labour force, they are considered the most vulnerable category of workers. Many are tied 
to their employers through a restrictive sponsorship system and remain excluded from national labour 
laws, social security schemes and health provisions.  
 



ILO constituents in the Arab region have widely supported Convention No. 189 and expressed their 
willingness to review existing labour migration regimes.  
 
“The road to decent work for domestic workers is through effective tripartite partnerships,” said 
Humaid Bin Deemas, Assistant Undersecretary of the UAE Ministry of Labour. 

Labour regulations on migrant domestic workers are under discussion in countries such as Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. 

Jordan’s labour code covers all migrant workers and Bahrain has included domestic workers under 
certain provisions of its 2012 labour law.  

Other countries are working on legal reforms including the introduction of unified contracts, 
constraints on the sponsorship system, wage protection systems and the regulation of private 
recruitment agencies.  

Speaking on behalf of the International Organization of Employers, Khalifa Mattar called upon 
governments “to adopt progressive implementation, whether in the course of merely upgrading its 
current domestic work regulation or in anticipation of ratification.” 

Trade union representatives highlighted the need for inclusive social dialogue and called for further 
regulation through the ratification of ILO Convention 181 on private placement agencies. 

“Foreign and domestic workers should by treated equally, subject to the same labour laws, and 
allowed to exercise their right to organize,” said Khaled Abou Marjoub, of the General Federation of 
Jordanian Trade Unions. “Tripartite partners should be engaged, through social dialogue, in the 
examination of legislative reforms required for the application of Convention 189.” 

Based on national figures from 117 countries, the ILO estimates the global number of domestic 
workers at 53 million, but recognizes that the total number could be as high as 100 million, as many 
workers are unregistered. 

 

For more information visit: www.ilo.org/c189-cairo  
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