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Ladies and gentlemen,  

 
 

 Good Morning. I feel a great honour and privilege to be here among you at 

this event. It is indeed heartening to see such a distinguished and high-level 

gathering at this occasion. This is a reflection of the interest and 

commitments that you attach to this important issue. I am thankful to the 

SMS for inviting me to address this Workshop. 



Ladies and gentlemen, in the global economy, it must be the basic principle 

that every person who works has some rights at work.  These basic rights are 

clearly embodied in the ILO’s Declaration of Fundamental Principles and 

Rights at Work adopted by the ILO Governing Body in 1998. It sets out 4 

core principles and 8 corresponding ILO core conventions as being minimal 

labour standards that all ILO member states are to respect and adhere to 

regardless of their status of ratification of the Conventions. The 4 principles 

include: Freedom of Association and Right of Collective Bargaining; 

Freedom from Forced Labour; Elimination of Child Labour and Equality 

and non-discrimination at work. These are universal enabling rights of each 

workers wherever he/she works. I am very pleased to share that Sri Lanka 

has ratified 40 ILO conventions, and was the first country in South Asia to 

ratify all eight ILO core conventions. 

Ladies and gentlemen, in order to realize these rights, we need to forge a 

strong and cohesive tripartism. This means enhancing social dialogue.  We 

all know by experience that when dialogue fails everything becomes 

difficult. Social dialogue is particularly important in the face of globalization 

process. Social dialogue is defined by the ILO to include all types of 

negotiation, consultation or simply exchange of information between, or 

among, representatives of governments, employers and workers, on issues of 



common interest relating to economic and social policy. Social dialogue 

plays a key role in achieving the DWA. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the ILO has been undertaking technical assistance 

and cooperation in the country to build the capacity of employers' and 

workers' organisations to engage in social dialogue from which both sides 

can benefit. Due to the time constraints I will not elaborate it. 

It seems that collective disputes in the public sector has indeed been an issue 

of concern for the government and the trade unions in Sri Lanka for many 

years. It has given rise to distress and frustration for all parties, for the 

government, the workers, as well as for a big share of the population.  

When called to intervene in May 2007, we were in the ILO quite aware of 

the importance and the difficulties of the task. We reflected on how we 

could help design a process where the interests and aspirations of all parties 

are taken into account and harmonious rather than confrontational working 

environment is created. And also how to step by step move into a common 

comfort zone where hopefully there will be agreement on those issues. 

 

As far back as October 2007, we convened a workshop, which gave birth to 

a Working Group consisting of officials from the Ministry of Public 

Administration and Home Affairs, Ministry of Labour and Labour Relations, 



members from public sector unions; health sector, (nurses and doctors), the 

clerical services and the technical services.  

 

The Working Group met frequently since then and they have worked hard to 

try to turn as many stones as possible in order to look at as many dimensions 

of solutions as possible. Throughout this process the ILO has tried to ensure 

good quality technical expertise involving ILO experts and national 

consultants; conceptual discussions have taken place on ILO principles and 

on the various mechanisms and options that exist to prevent and solve 

disputes; an in-depth analysis of the current system has been undertaken, 

identifying the flows and opportunities and reflecting the views and interests 

of the various parties; but most importantly and key to the process, has been 

the keen participation and great commitment of both the government and the 

trade unions.  

And in 2012 &2013, we embarked under the initiative and support of the 

Senior Ministers Secretariat, the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of 

Public Administration and Home Affairs to pilot the model we all have been 

working in developing.  

 

I have to say that the most important and critical factor in this whole 

initiative is that, without the commitment of parties to social dialogue no 



process will bear results. And today, the recommendations stemming from 

making this pilot effort a national process can be considered as the first 

important outcome of a process of inclusive social dialogue.  

 

In this regard I take great privilege to thank the Honorable Three Ministers 

for their altruistic commitment, Mr. Mahinda Madihahewa for being the live 

wire to coordinate with his team the experts to bring a model to realistic 

practice.  

 

I also extend my sincere gratitude to all the officials and public sectors 

unions who participated in this pilot initiative, without you, this would not 

have been not possible and productive.  

  

Today we will be hearing this morning about the triumphs of the pilot and 

the recommendations by the participating consultants and people.   

 

It is the intention that these recommendations, if supported by all parties, 

will be tested for the rest of the public sector with further technical inputs 

and analysis, will provide the elements for a suitable and tested mechanism 

made available to the whole public administration.  

 



As you all know, this is only the beginning. And we should all be aware of 

the challenges ahead, but also, and most importantly, of the opportunities 

that a good system of industrial relations in the public sector can bring to the 

government and the workers: an effective and productive working 

environment; free of frustration; in which the concerns of the parties are 

addressed through dialogue; where decisions that affect the parties are made 

in consultation; where recourse to the judiciary or to collective action are 

only used as the very last resort. 

 

I am confident that the social partners will take this opportunity and bring 

industrial relations in the public sector to a new era mutual trust.   

 

I wish to congratulate you for such a good and encouraging beginning. And 

reiterate that the ILO is fully committed and will be ready to provide any 

further support needed to make this a successful process.   

 


