
Rajiv Chandran: In the post-2015 
on-going discussions, what role 
will employment play in enabling 
countries to reach a more equitable 
future?

Tine Staermose: First of all, when we 
look at the current situation globally, 
it is pretty clear that employment is 
high on the agenda everywhere, in 
the developing world as well as in 
the developed world. Secondly, the 
emphasis in terms of setting the agenda 
for post-2015, is going to be driven 
much more by the South than in the 
past. Having spent almost 15 years in 
South Asia I feel that debates in the 
developed world focus too much on 
unemployment, which is really not so 

much the issue in countries like India, 
here it’s more the underemployment 
issue which is a critical factor to look 
at or the working poor as this group is 
also sometimes referred to.

Underemployment means that people 
may work eight, 10 hours or 12 hours 
a day, they may work seven days a 
week, they may be self-employed, they 
may be wage earners, and yet they still 
do not earn enough to make a decent 
living. Poor people cannot afford not 
to work. And that is something we’ve 
known for quite some time. But it is 
something that is still not factored 
sufficiently into global debates. In the 
Asia-Pacific, we have seen an increase 
in the number of MICs in the last five 

to 10 years. And it is pretty clear that 
even though they have attained this 
status, it doesn’t mean that this wealth 
is distributed equally. Inequality issues 
are discussed openly by governments. 
We know that in India, for example, 
the economic policies, despite a 
relative decline in the overall poverty 
rates in recent years, have yet to show 
results in terms of a more equitable 
distribution of this wealth. 

Rajiv Chandran: What are the key 
challenges relating to the world of 
work in India?

Tine Staermose: Again, a number 
of issues. Two of them stick out 
very clearly: one is the challenge of 
youth employment – the fact that 
the demographics are such that 
there are so many young persons 
in India and that consequently 
8-10 million people enter the 
workforce every year. How is India 
going to equip, skill, educate, 
prepare these new entrants into 
the labour market? Not only for 
them to just have a job. The 
challenge is really to ensure that 
they have a decent job, which 
means that they have decent 
wages, that their aspirations 
are fulfilled. Because if they 
are not, they will not become 
productive in the workforce, and 
India needs a productive and 
committed workforce in order to 
sustain growth. In return they 
have a right to be treated with 
dignity and provided decent 
working condition. Secondly, 
in addition to young people, 
it is the female labour force’s 
participation that we in the 
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ILO have been looking at in terms of a 
number of major research studies. And 
it is quite clear that there is an untapped 
potential here. It is also clear that we 
have many educated females who are 
not entering the workforce. There are a 
number of reasons for that. We all know 
that the socio-cultural traditions play 
a role when women are not entering 
the workforce, but let me highlight one 
critical issue. Women in India, for them 
to enter the workforce today – and here 
I am talking about skilled and educated 
women – have some conditions, and 
one of those conditions is safety. And 
as we have seen since last December, 
violence against women in general is 
widespread and an issue of great concern. 
From the ILO’s side, we have specifically 
been looking at violence against women 
in the workplace. For 16 years we have 
been waiting for the Sexual Harassment 
Bill, which came in April this year. Our 
technical team has, through all those 
years, been involved in providing technical 
assistance and advice to the legislative 
process. Despite the fact that we think 
that there are still some weaknesses 
in the Bill, it is a very welcome step. 
Employers’ organisations and industry 
in general have come forward and are 
working actively on codes of conduct 
and how to do something about this at 
the workplace, in big industries as well 
as in smaller workplaces. So, for women 

to enter the labour force and become 
productive and active in India’s growth, 
we need to ensure that workplaces are 
safe, not only the absence of violence but 
also non-discrimination, ensuring that 
there are equal opportunities, ensuring 
that their pay is on par with what their 
male colleagues receive for the same 
educational qualifications and for doing 
the same job.

So these are things, which if they are 
addressed, can attract more women into 
the labour force in the future.

Rajiv Chandran: The ILO in India 
has also had a history of working 
very closely on the issue of  
child labour. Can you give us a 
quick update?

Tine Staermose: The single most 
important piece of information is that 
we are keenly awaiting the ratification 
of the two core Labour Conventions of 
the ILO, namely Conventions No. 138 
and No. 182 on child labour. It’s very 
interesting – I was involved in this more 
than 15 years ago, and at that time, we 
could not even talk about child labour 
with government officials in India. So 
the positive part of the story is that we 
can now not only talk about it, but we 
now have very constructive engagement 
with the Central Government, as well as 
at the State level. 

Having said that, there are a number 
of challenges. I don’t think it is 
important to talk about numbers 
because numbers can always be 
contested. But there has been a 
decrease, and I think that is the true 
picture, but on the other hand no 
children should be deprived of play 
and education during their childhood. 
The decrease is to a large degree an 
impact of the Right to Education 
Act, which supports the approach 
for children to be at school and not 
at work. That is also one of ILO’s 
strategies all over the world, and we 
are working very closely with other 
UN agencies on that. 

We have been working with the 
government through a so-called 
convergence approach. The 
convergence approach is well known 
to those who work in development 
in India. It is an approach where 
vulnerable families are helped to 
access social protection schemes and 
in the case of child labour the target 
group is families, where children work 
and do not attend school. We work 
with these families to withdraw the 
children from work and put them in 
school or provide vocational skills 
training for adolescents. It is very 
important because the financial 
access and the social services that lie 
within the different packages in the 
social services, in the large schemes, 
all need to be much better targeted 
towards the most vulnerable families 
as this does not happen easily nor 
automatically.  

The implementation process at the 
ground level has its challenges. And 
so we’ve been working with the 
government and also our partners; 
NGOs, trade unions and employers.  
The trade unions have been very 
active in addressing child labour 
for many years, not only raising 
awareness but also promoting and 
pushing for ratification of the two 
core Conventions on child labour that 
I initially referred to.                      →
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Rajiv Chandran: What kinds of job 
generation would the ILO propose 
to India to get it out of its current 
economic static? How would we 
kick-start employment generation?

Tine Staermose: If we’re looking 
at the potential for growth, we are 
right now studying the manufacturing 
sector, because it is not contributing 
significantly to the growth story in India 
as compared to many other countries 
and is therefore also not generating 
necessary new jobs. This is known 
but we are analysing some of the 
factors behind that, factors that others 
perhaps may not look at such as the 
broader labour regulation and labour 
market dynamics. Hopefully we will be 
able to identify some of the obstacles 
for employment generation but also 
entry points for generating more and 
better jobs in the manufacturing sector 
in the future. Besides that, I believe 
that it is among the small and micro 
enterprises, where we are going to see 
growth being driven. Many of them still 
operate in the informal sector, but they 
are small engines of growth and play 
an important role in the value chains 
related to bigger industries. When we 
are talking about where employment is 
going to come from, let’s remember that 
94 per cent of workers in India still are 
in informal employment. The question 
is whether this is a viable situation for 
the future India or not, or whether India 
will embark on a formalization process 
of some sorts.  

Finally, we are not putting the business-
as-usual lens on technical advice for 
India although all our advice is of 
course based on the international 
labour standards which India as a 
member country subscribes to. But 
India is unique, it’s got its unique 
challenges and unique opportunities, 
and the informal sector factor is really 
critical. How do you ensure that labour 
laws are applicable and enforced in the 
informal sector? What kind of labour 
administration system is to be put in 
place? What kind of data do you have 
access to? We are trying to tackle these 

questions in support of the government 
so that they will be in a better position 
to understand, analyse and predict 
where employment will come from in 
the near to medium future.  

But again, I come back to what I 
said about the ILO’s concern about 
decent work, not just the creation of 
jobs. While we are looking at where 
the jobs will come from, we are also 
looking at the enabling environment, 
the regulatory environment, which 
will ensure that enterprises remain 
competitive and that the jobs that are 
created do have decent wages which 
can provide for families. This will in 
turn spur domestic consumption which 
will again be important for growth, etc. 
The growth story of India, as we know, 
when it started, was really based on 
domestic consumption.

Rajiv Chandran: Any best practice 
from India that you would like to 
refer to?

Tine Staermose: When we look at 
India’s flagship schemes, when we see 
how countries around the world are 
coming here to understand and learn 
how a government is trying to address 
some critical issues in a context with 
mind-boggling numbers to deal with, 
these schemes all contain valuable 
lessons, and some of them are good 
practices in themselves, but I would 
like to highlight that the fact that India 
exposes its policies and schemes to 
democratic debating is in itself a good 
practice as long as debates do not take 
over implementation of the same.

Within the current discussions of 
growth and inclusion I would like 
to highlight the social protection 
floor because it is a UN supported 
initiative. At the global level, the social 
protection floor is something all UN 
agencies subscribe to. This means we 
have a solid framework for working 
together across agencies. Importantly, 
all Member States have subscribed to 
the ILO Recommendation 202, which 
puts down the basic universal principles 
for providing social protection to all. 

During the last two to three years, India 
has supported the promotion of a Social 
Protection Floor for all and voiced this 
support at international events. What 
is critical is that the Recommendation 
suggests that the actual content of 
the social protection floors is to be 
nationally defined, something that 
many South countries understandably 
are very concerned about.  And we 
have, I think, an emerging good practice 
here. A comprehensive national study 
has been done by Professor Srivastava.  
The government acknowledges that it 
is an inter-ministerial challenge to put 
in place the existing socio-economic 
schemes so that they together will 
provide a floor, which the most 
vulnerable section of the population 
should not fall through. And very 
interestingly in the Indian context, in 
addition to the four basic guarantees 
subscribed to at the global level, the 
process has so far identified two extra 
dimensions. So we’re talking about 
six areas which could provide for an 
‘Indian’ protection floor. 

Rajiv Chandran: What are these 
basic protection floors?

Tine Staermose: There is one floor 
that is made up of several dimensions. 
The four basic guarantees are access to 
essential healthcare, including maternity 
care; basic income security for children 
providing access to nutrition, education 
and care; basic income security for 
persons in active age who are unable 
to earn sufficient income in case of 
sickness, unemployment, maternity 
and disability and basic income 
security for older persons (pensions, 
care etc).  The two extra dimensions 
added in India are housing and food 
security. On the employment issue, if 
you look at developed countries, you 
have unemployment benefit schemes. 
But this may not be a very practical 
solution in India at this time. So in 
India, we have the MNREGA which 
provides one of the building blocks of 
the social protection floor. The study 
listed the existing schemes against the 
six dimensions and analysed the gaps. 
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The corresponding legal frameworks 
were added and also here gaps were 
identified and finally it contained a 
cost analysis which is crucial for policy 
planning. 

Rajiv Chandran: Traditionally, the 
ILO has worked with the tripartite 
structure – of governments, trade 
unions and industry. In India, is that 
a viable structure to take forward 
the employment-related challenges?

Tine Staermose: Very much so. Let 
me start answering this question by 
saying that India is a founding member 
of the ILO. And so the relationship is 
very old and very strong. India’s been 
on board from the very beginning 
in terms of shaping international 
conventions and recommendations 
and standards on tripartism and social 
dialogue. This is interestingly even more 
important in today’s world because of 
the jobs crisis that we’re witnessing. 
And it is vital in India because of some 
of the industrial unrest that we’ve 
seen over the last couple of years, 
with the Maruti case, etc. Because 
the ILO is seen as a neutral broker, on 
labour market issues, we have been 
increasingly called upon, in particular by 
the industry, to come and help facilitate 

information-sharing and dialogue. 
We have actually been organising a 
high-level bipartite dialogue with key 
industrialists on one hand and key trade 
unionists on the other, to facilitate 
a discussion on real issues. When I 
say ‘real’ issue – I don’t mean to say 
child labour is not a real issue – but 
I mean wages, contract labour, social 
security but also competitiveness and 
productivity. These are the issues 
that trade unions and employers are 
concerned about in their relationships. 
So we have had this dialogue, and 
government has also been invited in, 
but it has primarily focused on getting 
the two parties to discuss and to talk 
and eventually build trust. 

A new five year ILO Country 
Programme Framework for India – 
has been developed in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Labour, workers 
and employers’ organisations and is 
about to be signed end of September. 
Industrial relations, social dialogue and 
tripartism have moved up the ladder 
in terms of focus areas for our work. It 
is now one of four priority issues. It is 
good to see that a core mandate of the 
ILO is receiving such a strong request 
from all three parties. Tripartism and 
social dialogue is about consensus 
creation and it resonates beautifully 
with the Constitution of India – social 
justice, workers’ rights, etc. But there 
are some challenges. Indian workplaces 
are also characterised by socio-cultural 
factors such as caste hierarchies. So the 

hierarchical element is challenging. But I 
have to say that I have a deep respect for 
our industry constituents as well as our 
trade union constituents and government 
constituents. We have a wonderful 
working relationship. It is understood 
that it is difficult but we’ve got to stick to 
it. That is what social dialogue is about. 
You close the door, you don’t come out, 
almost like the way they select the Pope! 
So that is our commitment. We are 
committed to providing that facilitation, 
that quiet leadership, if you like, and the 
stamina to keep at it. And I think what is 
most appreciated by our partners is that 
in that process, we bring in international 
technical assistance. So we can talk 
about how a country puts in place a 
wage determination system – we invite 
our wage specialists to come in and he 
provides examples from other comparable 
countries as to how it was done there 
and we have a discussion. And then the 
Indian constituents will have a process 
whereby they decide how it could look 
in India. In the new country programme, 
we have tripartism both at national and 
state level and it has full support from all 
three parties. I don’t think we have seen 
this for a very long time. But you know, 
when there is conflict, strikes, in this case 
industrial strikes, it can also function as 
a wake-up call. And that means that the 
agenda moves up the ladder – from the 
Human Resources managers to the CEOs 
to the top level of industry. That is quite 
important for real change to happen. 

It’s a core ILO mandate area and we are 
indeed very glad if we can contribute a 
little bit to that process in India. n

UNODC: Know it to fight it

UNODC conducted a workshop 
on anti-corruption for youth 
in Punjab, India as part of the 

‘Volunteer for a better India initiative’. 
The initiative started by an NGO, Art 
of Living, focuses at sensitizing youth 
on a number of social issues affecting 
the nation. The youth are encouraged 
to volunteer two hours every week for 
a cause that they feel strongly about. 

ROviNg RePORteR

Since corruption is an important social 
issue, UNODC conducted a three-
hour workshop on anti-corruption 
titled:  ‘Know it to fight it.’ During the 
workshop various myths and facts 
related to corruption were discussed 
and the youth were given information 
about whom they can lodge a 
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complaint with should they encounter 
a corrupt practice. Over 100 youth 
participated in the in the workshop that 
concluded with an interactive question 
and answer session. n
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