
SOCIAL PROTECTION

THE RESPONSE

The public-private partnership between the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), 
Volkswagen (VW) and the German Agency for 
Technical Cooperation (GTZ) covered Brazil, 
Mexico and South Africa, with the overall aim 
of establishing and implementing national 
OSH action programmes in the VW supply 
chain.

The division of labour among the three part-
ners was as follows:

• �The ILO was responsible for developing 
training and support programmes for labour 
inspectors and for implementing national 
policies;

• �VW implemented a “process optimization 
system” for its suppliers, incorporating 
international labour standards;

• �GTZ participated in monitoring the progress 
and results of the project and contributed 
expertise.

The project developed an OSH action pro-
gramme, both to inform national policy and 
to ensure that national policies were incorpo-
rated at the workplace. It also built capacity  

among suppliers and regulators to uphold a 
high standard of safety and health.

The project was a multi-stakeholder initia-
tive, which fielded experts from business, 
government and the ILO – who provided a 
variety of expertise and technical support on 
how to develop a sustainable and effective 
OSH framework for suppliers. For example, 
the project worked with labour ministries 
and labour inspectorates and included joint 
visits to workplaces and training, involving 
ILO and VW representatives and labour 
inspectors, during which guidance was 
provided to inspectors on good safety and 
health practices. Project experts also helped 
government representatives develop national 
policies for OSH in small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), in full recognition of the 
challenges faced by these companies – such 
as lack of resources, technical support and 
other vulnerabilities.

Project teams visited workplaces and col-
lected information from supplier factories. 
Workers and employers were interviewed 
and general safety and health practices were 
examined. Subsequently, expert team meet-
ings were convened to discuss ways to better 
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In the last two decades, the increased liberalization of 
international trade has led to significant changes in the 
world of work. The private sector has progressively played 
a more important role in areas that were previously con-
sidered the domain of public authorities and civil society.
Two main approaches have been adopted: self-regulation 
practices and public-private partnerships. While the con-
tribution of these trade mechanisms to global economic 
growth and job opportunities is evident, their impact on 
the improvement of working conditions and occupational 
safety and health (OSH) in global supply chains (GSCs) in 
developing countries has not been adequately addressed, 

resulting in a compliance gap in GSCs on OSH. Public- 
private partnerships can be useful in promoting workers’ 
rights and their safety and health, if the framework for 
this collaboration is well defined and transparent – and 
if it complements the role of national legislation, labour 
administration and the social partners.
A balanced and effective combination of compliance with 
relevant legislation, a strong system of labour inspection, 
socially responsible enterprises and sound labour relations 
can all contribute to promoting sustainable development, 
adequate working conditions and OSH and positive work-
ing environments.
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“The suppliers 
themselves are very 
much aware that 
investments in safety 
at work are worth-
while for their own 
sake. The plants have 
to realize that safety
at work complements
productivity.”

Elke Sebold,
Volkswagen Manager

BENEFITS OF PARTNERING

The overall goals of improving both quality and productivity in the supply chain while ensur-
ing timely delivery – by taking measures to prevent occupational accidents and work-related 
diseases – were attained. Volkswagen created an online system containing examples of 
good practices for all suppliers who have similar problems and solutions.

Suppliers reaped many benefits from their participation; they received free consultations to 
optimize processes – which led to a better quality of life, higher economic productivity, and 
improved safety and health at the workplace. Employees now enjoy a safer and healthier 
work environment. In the long term, the occupational safety risks have been reduced, 
leading to fewer accidents, fewer lost working hours, reduced costs, higher motivation in 
the workplace – and, last but not least, to increased competitiveness for the suppliers.

RESULTS

South Africa was the first country to receive 
Process Optimizing Consultations (POCs), 
and eight Volkswagen suppliers, with 28 to 
900 employees each, were selected to take 
part in the project.

Twelve suppliers from Mexico, who had from 
75 to 1,550 workers, were selected to par-
ticipate in the project. Seven suppliers from 
Brazil, with a workforce ranging from 110 
to 300 employees, also participated in the 
project.

At the enterprise level, supply chain workers 
benefited from improved working conditions, 
a more preventative OSH culture, and better 
productivity as a result. Trust and coopera-
tion between SMEs and inspectors were also 
enhanced. The PPP model thus contributed 
to a better understanding of private and pub-
lic operational activities.

This multi-stakeholder approach also resulted 
in the creation of Process Optimizing Teams 
(POTs), who jointly elaborated a process of con-
sultations for the suppliers. This proved suc-
cessful, as the stakeholders could exchange 
experience and gain a broader picture of 

possibilities for the successful implementa-
tion of OSH standards.

The new inspection approach, which focused 
on an improvement process rather than on 
compliance control, was also seen as suc-
cessful by both the public and private sec-
tors: it resulted in positive changes at the 
supplier level with regard to the implementa-
tion of OSH standards as well as cooperation 
with labour inspectorates.

Training materials and guidance on good prac-
tices and audit techniques were produced for 
both labour inspectors and suppliers, helping 
to ensure the improvements persisted after 
the end of the project.

Multi-stakeholder dialogue succeeded not 
only in improving workers’ safety and health 
conditions in the participating supplier fac-
tories, but also in taking good practices and 
using them to formulate national policy and 
guidelines for the implementation of inter-
national standards. This proved an effective 
approach, as safety and health matters can 
be complex and require cooperation between 
institutions with diverse expertise to be 
addressed properly.

implement a safety culture in the workplace. 
The final step was to collect all the informa-
tion from the outcomes of these discussions, 
and to assist in the design of a “preventative 

service system”. This system is expected to 
act as a set of international OSH guidelines 
for supply chain management.


