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Ladies and gentlemen, 
Colleagues and friends, 
 
It is my honour to address this National Conference on Future of Industrial Relations 
and the Revision of Labour Code and Trade Union Law.  It was heartening to listen to 
the opening speeches of the tripartite leaders with their strong commitment to labour law 
and industrial relations reform and a shared vision for social stability and economic 
prosperity, which sound industrial relations can bring about. 
 
Before I address the issue of labour law and industrial relations reform, let me look back 
at Viet Nam’s successful transformation over the last quarter century. Economic reform, 
through Doi Moi, has brought an impressive record of economic development, and has 
lifted millions of people out of poverty. By now, we know that Viet Nam’s integration 
into the global economy and trading system has brought economic benefits to the 
country. The per capita GDP has quadrupled from US$251 in 1985 to US$1,052 last year. 
 
Furthermore, the benefits of deeper integration in the global economy are demonstrated 
by the fact that GDP expanded nearly threefold from US$32 billion in 2001, when trade 
relations with the United States were normalized, to US$92 billion in 2009. Viet Nam’s 
entry into WTO in 2007 has created an environment in which the country could begin to 
diversify the sources of competitive edge and explore a long-term development strategy. 
It is striving to maximize the opportunity for industrialization and modernization of the 
economy.  
 
At the same time, however, the recent global economic crisis has revealed that an 
unregulated market economy carries with it fundamental weaknesses and risks. These 
create dangerous imbalances, not only between different countries of this global 
economy, but also among different actors of a modern market economy, including the 
State, the workers and the employers in what must be called the real economy, and the 
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financial sector. Viet Nam has learned the lesson that with the deeper integration of its 
economy into the global economy, it cannot avoid the ups and downs of the global 
markets. They create turbulence that can affect livelihoods of million of workers, the 
survival of enterprises, social cohesion and stability. 
 
While Viet Nam seems not to have experienced too heavy an impact of the current crisis, 
it appears to have been confronted with other kinds of issues. Widely reported cases of 
labour shortages in many of the industrialized provinces seem to be linked to 
unsatisfactory working conditions, particularly where low wages, combined with the high 
cost urban environment on the economy as a whole, discourage workers from joining the 
formal labour market or staying in it. This is a disincentive to investment in human 
resources and skills development. 
 
As Viet Nam well recognizes, its future lies in moving away from the dependence on 
unskilled and low wage labour. The ambitious ten-year plan for skills development can 
only work if wages can keep pace with productivity improvements. The experience of the 
ILO shows that sound institutions of labour market governance and social protection are 
vital not only to minimize the adverse effects of the crisis on the livelihood of workers 
and the survival of enterprises, but, also, in ensuring long-term stability, upgrading of the 
economy, and shared prosperity. 
 
Dynamic tools of industrial relations, such as collective bargaining and social dialogue, 
enable the stakeholders to jointly explore and develop long-term strategies so that they 
achieve a virtuous cycle of better working conditions, higher wages, and increased 
productivity. This will balance efficiency and equity, and will achieve a viable balance 
between flexibility and security. 
 
Coming back to the topic of today’s conference, we find that these important institutions 
of industrial relations have many shortcomings of a potentially serious nature. The 
weakness of industrial relations institutions is illustrated by a rising number of wildcat 
strikes. Wildcat strikes are a symptom of deeper and more fundamental questions 
underlying industrial relations: an insufficient institutional framework – in particular, of 
rights dispute settlement mechanisms – and a still unfocused organizational capacity for 
representation and collective bargaining which needs strengthening. 
 
Genuine stability and productive harmony at the workplace can only be assured when 
there are effective channels of workers’ voices in interaction with employers. Trade 
unions must be capable of truly representing workers’ voices and interests in orderly and 
regular dialogue with employers, in the form of collective bargaining and in various day-
to-day engagements. This is fundamental to sound industrial relations institutions and 
practices. Through such mechanisms the interests of employers and workers can 
efficiently be negotiated and reconciled, and this ensures not only stability but also shared 
prosperity: the equitable and fair distribution of economic gains they produce. 
 
One cannot stress strongly enough the fact that when negotiating with management, the 
workers’ representatives have to have a full mandate from those on whose behalf they 
negotiate, and they must be accountable to those whom they represent. 
 
Without determined action for building strong institutions and practices of industrial 
relations, Viet Nam, like any other country, runs the risk of facing serious obstacles for 
not only social harmony but also for industrial upgrade and shared prosperity.  
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We are of course fully aware, from our experiences in other countries in all regions of the 
world, how difficult it is to create a new system of industrial relations. It is particularly so 
in transition economies where previously conflicts of interests between employer and 
worker were unknown, or at least unrecognized, and where trade unions were officially 
expected to play completely different roles under a planned and controlled economy.  
 
The government and social partners in Viet Nam have decided to create a new legal 
framework for employment and industrial relations, through a revision of the Labour 
Code and the Trade Union Law, in response to the challenges posed by the new 
economic and labour market reality in a globalized world. This is an important 
component of successful adjustment to, and coping with, the world markets of today. 
 
Now that you have almost completed the process of drafting the revision, it may be 
sensible to use some time for reflection, before moving to the next stage, so that you can 
review what should be the basic parameters and criteria against which the success of the 
labour law reform will be measured. 
 
From where I am looking at the process, not just as the Executive Director in charge of 
international labour standards at the ILO but as someone who has witnessed a good deal 
of the last 30 years of both successes and failures of industrial relations reform around 
the world, I would like to point out a number of key issues which I believe can be 
successfully addressed in the current round of labour law reform in Viet Nam. 
 
First, labour law reform should result in a legal environment for trade unions to 
represent workers’ voice at the workplace and beyond in genuine, independent and 
effective manner. It is vital that the law provides effective, clear, and easy-to-understand 
mechanisms and procedures for workers to exercise their right to form and join trade 
union. All stakeholders – especially workers themselves – need to be able to recognize 
the procedures set out in the law as effective in ensuring the right of workers and in 
promoting trade unions that are capable of democratically representing the rights and 
interests of workers. This basis is vital in empowering a strong national trade union 
organization and movement to represent the aspirations and interests of all working 
people in a modern way. 
 
Second, reform should ensure a legal and institutional framework for representatives of 
workers and employers for regular dialogue at the workplace and beyond, wherever their 
interests as working women and men are directly concerned. This normally takes place 
through collective bargaining but is not necessarily limited to it. In many countries, 
stakeholders have found it important to provide effective, negotiated or legislatively 
grounded mechanisms for day-to-day communication and consultation at the workplace, 
and beyond it for bipartite or tripartite social dialogue at the sectoral, regional, and the 
national levels, based on equal recognition and participation of the partners. 
 
Third, reform should improve and modernize the legal provisions that regulate working 
conditions so that workers’ need for security and employers’ need for flexibility can be 
met in a balanced and a fair manner. This is necessary to meet the challenges of a 
modern market economy. In particular, the revision of the Labour Code should promote 
the formalization of employment relationships based on proper employment contracts. 
This is especially urgent where there is a large informal sector and where the industrial 
workforce is dependent on rural migration. 
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Lastly, the success of the reform should be measured by assessing whether there has 
been a sufficiently thorough consultation and deliberation among three parties – 
government, trade union, and business communities, not just among high level and 
central organizations but also workers and employers at the grassroots level – in a 
genuinely balanced and democratic manner. From our experience, we know that only 
when we have an effective process of consultation and joint deliberation with social 
partners on the basis of the principle of equality and fairness, then there will be a 
balanced outcome of labour law which reflects and meets the needs of both workers and 
employers at the workplace. Then all parties share ownership of the process that labour 
law makes possible. 
 
Acceptance by the parties of course leads to easier implementation of the law and better 
compliance with the legal requirements. In this regard, it is vital that employers 
participate in all industrial relations and tripartite institutions through their own 
legitimately recognized organizations. An appropriate legal framework and policy support 
for roles of employers’ organizations are key elements of any well-functioning industrial 
relations system. 
 
The parameters I have just mentioned are important both for measuring the success of 
labour law reform in national context, and for the international context. As a member 
State of the ILO, Viet Nam has agreed to respect core principles and rights at work, 
including freedom of association and the right to bargain collectively. It is important that 
the current revision of the Labour Code and the Trade Union Law brings the legislative 
framework and the institutions and practices of industrial relations to closer conformity 
with the fundamental principles. The ILO core labour standards, as we all know, are an 
increasingly used reference by trading partners, as can be seen in the most recent 
initiative to establish a Trans-Pacific trade partnership. 
 
All reform of industrial relations takes time. It cannot take place overnight, nor can it be 
repeated frequently. It is very important to manage the transformation process of 
industrial relations in a careful manner so that it does not create chaos at the workplace 
or in the society. It is vital that it is undertaken in a transparent manner which 
strengthens the capacity and legitimacy of all the participating stakeholders. 
 
I take this opportunity to reaffirm the commitment and the willingness of the ILO to 
assist all the stakeholders in this process of industrial relations reform. We need to ensure 
that they are able to move in stable manner towards a new industrial relations 
environment. They should be supported all the way along the course of reform, which at 
times may require taking very difficult and uncertain steps. We look forward to working 
closely with you not only in next few months as the drafts for the revision of the Labour 
Code and the Trade Union go through the final stages of enactment, but, also when you 
begin another and more challenging phase – that of implementing the new laws in 
practice. 
 

*   *   * 


