
THE ILO AND  
INTERNATIONAL GENEVA

After the ILO’s secretariat had operated in several temporary premises in 
Paris and London, the Governing Body decided to establish the secretariat 
permanently in Geneva. 

In July 1920, the Office moved into the building that is today the 
headquarters of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). 
Continuously growing, the Office moved again in 1926 to a new building 
constructed on a splendid lakeside plot donated by the Swiss Federal 
Government, now the headquarters of the World Trade Organization. 
The five-storey neoclassical building was designed by Georges 
Épitaux and was the first building in Geneva purpose-built to 
house an international organization. It was built between 1923 
and 1926 and cost 3 million Swiss francs. It offered a stunning 
view of the Mont Blanc, and it and its grounds were decorated 
with sculptures, murals, furniture and rare trees donated  
by member States.

In 1974 the Office moved to its current location at  
Grand-Saconnex. The move was based on an exchange 
between the ILO and the Canton of Geneva of the 
3.3-hectare site next to the lake for 11.5 hectares in  
Grand Morillon. The construction of the new building, 
with its facade of glass and cast aluminium, crowning 
a hill between the Jura mountains and Lake 
Geneva, took from May 1970 to the end of 1974. 
It was designed by a team of great architects, 
Eugène Beaudouin (France), Alberto Camenzind 
(Switzerland) and Pier Luigi Nervi (Italy). When 
it was inaugurated, the new ILO building 
was the largest administrative building 
in Switzerland. Of a total constructed 
surface of 16,500 m2, it was designed 
to accommodate 2,000 people. It has 
12 meeting rooms totalling 1,400 seats 
and four floors of underground garages 
of a total area of 38,600 m2. The 
building is composed of three parts, 
symbolizing the tripartite structure 
of the Organization: the south 
wing, with the meeting rooms and 
library; the north wing, which 
includes general services; and, 
between the two, the central 
office building.
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Contract between the ILO and the Foundation for Buildings of International Organizations (FIPOI)  
concerning the construction of the current headquarters building, dated 26 April 1967

5

Agreement on the transfer of League of Nations properties to the ILO dated 4 May 1946

1

Lease of the first ILO premises 
in Geneva, the current ICRC 
headquarters building

4

Albert Thomas at the ceremony of the first stone of the new building – parchment left in the foundations

6

Selected views of the first ILO headquarters building

2

The ILO headquarters building in construction – the largest construction  
site in Switzerland

7

The ILO moving into its new premises

3



As soon as it decided to move its head office to Geneva, the ILO undertook discussions with the 
Government of Switzerland with a view to defining the legal status of the Organization and its officials 
in the country, as well as the practical modalities of their interaction. Among the matters addressed 
were the applicability of diplomatic privileges to ILO staff, the extraterritoriality of ILO premises, 
tax immunity, customs exemption, conditions for the presence of staff members’ families, 
and identity documents (cartes de légitimation) for staff. 

A first agreement, known as a modus vivendi, was concluded in 1921 through an exchange of 
letters between the Chief of the Federal Political Department and the Secretary-General of the 
League of Nations. In 1926, a second modus vivendi between the Federal Political Department, 
the League of Nations and the ILO supplemented the earlier agreement.

In 1946, the Swiss Federal Council and the ILO concluded an agreement concerning 
the legal status of the ILO in Switzerland, accompanied by an agreement of execution. 
To the extent that they were not modified by the 1946 agreement, the modus vivendi
of 1921 and 1926 continue to apply to the ILO. The three agreements together set out 
the terms and conditions regulating the ILO’s operations in Switzerland.

The ILO and the authorities of the host State – at the city, cantonal and federal 
levels – interact regularly on matters of mutual interest, such as accreditation 
of delegates to ILO meetings, staff compliance with domestic laws, security, 
maintenance or renovation of ILO premises and real estate issues, to ensure 
the proper application of the legal framework governing the presence of the 
ILO and its staff in Switzerland. 

  THE ILO AND 
THE HOST STATE
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  THE ILO AND 
THE HOST STATE

Letter from the Swiss State Council dated 1 July 1920 concerning 
the transfer of the ILO headquarters to Geneva

1
2 3

ILO circular concerning the conditions 
for granting privileges and immunities 
coverage to spouses of staff members 

5

Agreement dated 18 September 1926 between the Swiss Federal Government, the League of Nations and the ILO concerning diplomatic immunities of staff 

7

Police report on the infringement of road traffic regulations 
by an ILO staff member with diplomatic status

Summery record of discussions with Swiss authorities held in March 1946 
on the legal status of the ILO in Switzerland after the dissolution of the League of Nations

8

Wilfred Jenks’ internal memo dated 11 February 1946 
on the ILO’s expectations from negotiations 
on the Organization’s status in Switzerland

4

Internal note of the ILO Legal Adviser, Vilallonga, 
on the model legitimation cards for ILO staff

6

Letter from the ILO Legal Adviser, Hudson, 
on whether ILO staff should be issued with residence permits



At the time of its adoption 
in 1919, the ILO Constitution 

formed one of the parts of each 
of the 1919–20 peace treaties 

– notably Part XIII of the Treaty 
of Versailles – entitled “Labour”.  

It was only later, in the 1930s, that the 
Constitution took the form of a self-

standing document of 41 articles.

The structure and the provisions on 
standards-related procedures have remained 

practically unchanged since 1919. This is 
probably due to the visionary Commission on 

International Labour Legislation which was 
appointed by the Paris Peace Conference to draft 

the ILO Constitution, and which was composed of 
15 eminent personalities (ministers, civil servants,  

academics and trade unionists) all adhering to social 
reformism.  It was this Commission that conceived 

and gave shape to the idea of a tripartite international 
organization – the only one of its kind – where  

representatives of governments, employers and workers 
would sit and decide on an equal footing. 

The founders of the ILO recognized the importance of social 
justice in securing peace, against a background of workers’ 

exploitation in the industrializing nations of that time. There 
was also an increasing understanding of the world’s economic 

interdependence and the need for cooperation to obtain similarity of 
working conditions in countries competing for markets. The ILO’s aims 

were set forth in the preamble to its 1919 Constitution, supplemented 
by a programme of work condensed in one article entitled “General 
principles” based on the stated conviction that “labour should not be 
regarded merely as a commodity or article of commerce”.  

The original text of the Constitution has been modified nine times. 
The constitutional amendment of 1946 incorporated the Declaration 
of Philadelphia concerning the aims and purposes of the Organization 
as an annex to the revised Constitution. The 1997 amendment, which 
entered into force in October 2015, provided the legal basis and 
set out the procedure for the abrogation of obsolete Conventions.  
An amendment of 1986, which has not yet received the required number 
of ratifications, aims at rendering the ILO governance structure more 
representative of the various geographic, economic and social interests 
of its constituent groups.

THE ILO CONSTITUTION
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Opening of the Paris 
Peace Conference, 
January 1919

1

Instrument of amendment of the ILO Constitution adopted at the 29th Session  
of the Conference held in Montreal in 1946

2

Draft clauses proposed by the Commission on international labour legislation  
for insertion in the Peace Treaty 

4

Excerpts from Shotwell’s personal notes of interviews of eminent 
members of the Commission on international labour legislation,  
made in preparation of his monograph on the origins of the ILO

3

[...]

Excerpts from a note of ILO Legal Adviser Francis Maupain, dated 28 March 1990, on the legal 
implications of political developments in Eastern Europe on the 1986 constitutional amendment  

11

Arthur Fontaine and Léon Jouhaux,  
two of the drafters of the ILO Constitution

5

Collection of ILO’s basic texts, editions of 1920 and 1934

6

Legal opinion by ILO Legal Adviser Loïc Picard, dated 12 June 2001, on the legal effects  
of the abrogation of conventions following the adoption of the 1997 constitutional amendment

9

Note of the legal office dated 18 October 1974 on the procedure to place amendments  
to the Constitution on the agenda of the International Labour Conference

7

Instrument of ratification of the 1986 constitutional amendment by India – first ratification 
by a Member of chief industrial importance 

10

Léon Jouhaux and Wilfred Jenks, key figures 
of the adoption respectively of the original ILO 
Constitution and its 1946 revision – 8th Session 
of the UN General Assembly, 1953

8
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The outbreak of the Second World War did not find the ILO unprepared. The Governing Body had 
made the necessary arrangements to ensure that activities continued even in the event of war. In May 
1940, with Switzerland being surrounded by German occupation forces, the International Labour Office 
transferred a large part of its key personnel to Montreal for reasons of safety. At the invitation of the 
Canadian government and Montreal’s McGill University, the ILO established its wartime headquarters 
at the Presbyterian College of McGill University, where it remained until 1948. In the words of ILO 
Director John Winant, it was essential that the activities of the Office be carried on in a place where 
communications were assured and where the staff could direct their entire energies to the problems 
which lay ahead. Forty staff members from 18 countries made the transatlantic crossing to Canada via 
Lisbon. Another group remained in Geneva to continue making the necessary arrangements, while 
the rest returned to their countries as national correspondents or were posted to branch offices with 
a view to collecting information of interest to the Office in connection with labour matters. 

A commemorative plaque unveiled at McGill University in September 1950 as a sign of the ILO’s gratitude 
reads: “To this campus the International Labour Organisation transferred its wartime headquarters 
in 1940 on the generous invitations of the Government of Canada and McGill University. From here 
the I.L.O. directed its work of furthering world peace through social justice until 1948. This tablet records 
the lasting gratitude of the I.L.O. to McGill University”. 

In October 1941, in an effort to demonstrate the Organization’s vitality at a time of great uncertainty, 
an extraordinary session of the International Labour Conference was hosted by Columbia 

University in New York. The Conference had no standard-setting items on its agenda 
but offered an opportunity to review world social developments and reflect 

on the future role and responsibilities of the Organization. It adopted 
a series of resolutions, including one proclaiming that “the victory 

of the free peoples in the war against totalitarian aggression 
is an indispensable condition of the attainment of the 

ideals of the International Labour Organisation”.

THE ILO’S WARTIME  
TRANSFER OVERSEAS



1

Letter of 26 July 1940 on the Canadian Government’s acceptance 
of the transfer of the International Labour Office to Canada 

6

ILO Director’s message to Governments 
of member States announcing the transfer 
of headquarters to Montreal 

3

Plaque unveiled in 1950 at McGill University 
to commemorate the wartime transfer 
of the ILO headquarters to Canada

4

ILO Director’s message to Governments 
of member States announcing the transfer 
of headquarters to Montreal  

8

Order in Council of 14 August 1941 concerning the status 
of the International Labour Office and its staff in Canada 

2

Letter from McGill University Vice-Chancellor dated 14 August 1940, 
inviting the ILO to transfer its headquarters to McGill 
for the duration of the war 

ILO staff leaving Geneva 
for Portugal, August 1940

7

ILO staff at the port of Lisbon 
on their way to Canada 

9

10

Credentials of the Free France delegation 
to the New York Conference of October 1941 

US President Roosevelt addressing delegates at the closing ceremony 
of the extraordinary session of the International Labour Conference held 
in the White House, 6 November 1941

11

5

ILO temporary headquarters from 1940–48 at Morrice Hall, 
McGill University



As the Second World War was drawing 
to a close, it was considered imperative to 

redefine the ILO’s mission and mandate in 
the post-war global institutional landscape.  

The swift action taken by the ILO to that end was 
remarkable. At the same time, it built on a process 

of institutional maturation which had begun before 
the war and was furthered in the report submitted 

by the Acting Director, Edward Phelan, to the 1941 
extraordinary session of the Conference in New York 

and key resolutions adopted by that Conference. 

When the Governing Body managed to meet in December 
of 1943, it confirmed that the next session of the Conference 

would take place in April of 1944 and would include as the first 
item on its agenda the question of the future policy, programme 

and status of the International Labour Organization. 

By February 1944, a draft declaration concerning the aims and 
purposes of the ILO was being circulated. At its 26th Session, held 

in Philadelphia in May 1944, the International Labour Conference set 
up a special drafting committee to consider the proposed declaration. 

The Declaration of Philadelphia was adopted on 10 May 1944.

The Declaration gave the ILO’s social mandate a powerful new impetus 
by affirming that “all human beings, irrespective of race, creed or sex, 

have the right to pursue both their material well-being and their spiritual 
development in conditions of freedom and dignity, of economic security and 

equal opportunity”.

As recalled by the then Legal Adviser, Wilfred Jenks, on the occasion of the  
25th anniversary of its adoption, the Declaration of Philadelphia “was essentially  

the work of two minds as one, Edward Phelan contributing the wisdom and restraint 
of experience and myself the bold enthusiasm of youth. We worked together so closely 

in the matter that, save for a few phrases, neither of us could in later years distinguish 
his handiwork from that of the other”. 

The Declaration of Philadelphia deepened the social justice mandate enshrined in the 
original 1919 ILO Constitution and established a clear linkage between social rights and 

human rights. It reinforced tripartism as the ILO’s core asset, thus helping the Organization 
to successfully assert its identity in the negotiations that followed the creation of the United 

Nations Economic and Social Council and which resulted in the conclusion of the UN–ILO 
relationship agreement of 1946. 

In 1946, the Declaration of Philadelphia was annexed to the ILO Constitution and since then 
has served to inspire other international instruments, from the Charter of the United Nations 

and the social provisions of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights through to the 1998  
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. 

Foundational principles such as “labour is not a commodity” and “poverty anywhere constitutes  
a danger to prosperity everywhere” remain ever relevant and continue to guide the ILO’s action at the 

dawn of its second century. 

THE DECLARATION  
OF PHILADELPHIA
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The Havana Declaration adopted at the Second 
American Regional Conference of 1939

3

ILO staff at the Second American Regional Conference, Havana 1939

4

US President Roosevelt and ILO Director Phelan  
signing the Declaration of Philadelphia

9

Commemorative plaque at Temple University, venue of 
the 26th Session of the International Labour Conference

1

ILO Director Phelan receiving a gift  
from US Secretary of Labor, Frances Perkins

2

Cable to Edward Phelan dated 29 July 1943 raising 
the urgency of convening the next session of the 
International Labour Conference

5

Invitation of the US Government to host the 1944 session  
of the International Labour Conference in Philadelphia

8

Zero draft of the Declaration of Philadelphia

6

Mitten Hall, Temple University, venue of the Philadelphia Conference, 1944

7

Edward Phelan and Wilfred Jenks, authors of the Declaration of Philadelphia

10



STANDARD-SETTING

Jonak

The system of international labour standards is the backbone of the work of the Organization for 
the promotion of social justice and decent work globally. International labour standards are legal 
instruments that are drawn up by the ILO’s tripartite constituency and adopted by the International 
Labour Conference, and set out minimum universal social standards. They take the form of 
Conventions and Protocols, which upon ratification are legally binding international treaties, 
or Recommendations, which serve as non-binding guidelines. International labour standards 
address a broad range of labour matters, including fundamental workers’ rights (freedom of 
association and collective bargaining, equality of treatment and non-discrimination, abolition 
of child labour and elimination of forced labour), labour inspection, occupational safety 
and health, hours of work, wages, social security, maternity protection, and protection of 
seafarers, migrant workers, indigenous and tribal peoples and others.

Since 1919, the ILO has adopted 189 Conventions, 6 Protocols and 205 Recommendations 
– often described collectively as the International Labour Code – through a unique 
legislative process. In most cases, this involves a Conference discussion at two 
successive annual sessions, facilitated by a series of preparatory reports based on 
thorough consultations with ILO constituents and other interested stakeholders. 
As of January 2019, ILO Conventions had received a total of 8,138 ratifications.

Since the ILO aspires to universal application of standards, they need to take 
into account the diverse cultural and historical backgrounds, legal systems and 
levels of economic development among member States. They are therefore 
formulated in a manner that ensures the necessary flexibility in their practical 
application. Governments are not permitted to ratify ILO Conventions 
subject to reservations, due to the fact that the negotiation and adoption 
of these Conventions also involves the participation of non-governmental 
actors. 

Under the ILO Constitution, only the International Court of Justice may 
authoritatively interpret ILO Conventions. However, as a matter of 
well-established practice, the Office is often solicited for its informal 
views on questions of interpretation, while incidental “interpretative 
functions” are also occasionally exercised by the ILO supervisory 
organs. 

A number of standards have become outdated through time 
and no longer reflect the realities and needs of the world of 
work. Since 2015, the International Labour Conference has 
been empowered to abrogate obsolete Conventions. Nine 
outdated instruments have so far been removed from the 
body of standards, while another 32 instruments have 
been identified for possible abrogation or withdrawal 
by 2024. Also in 2015, a standards review mechanism 
was set up for the purpose of identifying standards in 
need of revision, abrogation or withdrawal, so as to 
ensure that the Organization has in place a robust 
body of up-to-date international labour standards. 
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Excerpts from an ILO Memorandum submitted to the League of Nations in 1927  
on the inadmissibility of reservations to international labour Conventions

1

The first session  
of the International Labour 
Conference held in Geneva 
in 1921 at the Grand Casino, 
on the site of the current 
Hotel Kempinski

2

Sequencing of amendments submitted 
during the 1924 Conference discussion 
on the Night Work in Bakeries 
Convention, 1925 (No. 20)

9

Excerpt from an article by Wilfred Jenks  
on the interpretation of ILO Conventions  
by the Office, British Yearbook  
of International Law, 1939

5

The first instrument of ratification of an ILO 
Convention, registered on 19 November 1920  
(black-striped as a sign of mourning for the sudden 
death of King Alexander of Greece in October 1920)

3

Conference Committees on forced  
labour (up) and hours of work  
in coal mines (down), International  
Labour Conference, 1930

6

Answers of the Australian Government to the ILO questionnaire concerning a possible 
standard-setting item on freedom of association and the right to organize

10

Request of Japan Seamen’s Union dated 20 August 1924 for an informal opinion  
from the Office on the meaning of article 1 of Convention No. 20

4

Comments of former Director of the International 
Labour Standards Department, Nicolas Valticos, 
on the proposed constitutional amendment  
on abrogation of obsolete Conventions

8

Draft of an Office paper on abrogation  
of obsolete Conventions through  
a constitutional amendment prepared  
by the ILO Legal Adviser, Francis Maupain

7

English and French versions  
of the draft text of Convention  
No. 169 as revised by 
the Conference Drafting 
Committee on 29 June 1989

11



SUPERVISION  
OF STANDARDS

Pioneering in its inception, the 
system of monitoring the application 
of ratified Conventions comprises two  
complementary procedures: a standard 
examination of periodic reports com-
municated by governments – known as 
regular supervision – and special procedures 
or ad hoc supervision triggered by the 
submission of complaints. Based on an “ILO 
tradition of bold and cautious innovation”,  
as Wilfred Jenks put it, the system is designed  
to assist member States with the implementation 
of ratified Conventions mainly through persuasion 
and dialogue, and occasionally through pressure  
from peers and public opinion.  

The periodic reports submitted by ratifying States 
are first examined by the Committee of Experts on 
the Application of Conventions and Recommendations, 
composed of 20 eminent jurists, which assesses  
the legislative conformity of the implementing legislation 
and makes observations and comments, as appropriate.  
The Experts’ report is then communicated to the Committee 
on the Application of Standards, a standing tripartite committee 
of the International Labour Conference, which examines 
each year a limited number of cases and draws up conclusions  
and recommendations.

Allegations of violations of international labour standards may take 
the form of either complaints, which may be filed by any member 
State, the Governing Body of its own motion or by a delegate to the 
Conference, or representations, which may be made by an employers’  
or workers’ organization on the grounds that a member State contravenes 
the requirements of a Convention to which it is a party.

Under the complaints procedure, the Governing Body may appoint  
a Commission of Inquiry to establish the facts and draw up recommendations 
(Commissions of Inquiry have so far been appointed on 13  occasions).  
The government concerned must indicate within three months whether it accepts 
the Commission’s recommendations or whether it proposes to refer the complaint 
to the International Court of Justice for final decision. As for representations, 
if found receivable, they are examined by an ad hoc tripartite committee of the 
Governing Body that submits its conclusions and recommendations to the plenary 
for its adoption (to date, a total of 178 representations have been submitted).

There is also a special machinery, established in 1950, which empowers governments 
and employers’ and workers’ organizations to file complaints concerning freedom  
of association with a dedicated tripartite committee. In nearly 70 years, the Committee  
on Freedom of Association has examined more than 3,200 complaints.
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Complaint filed under article 26 of the Constitution concerning compliance with Conventions Nos. 87 and 98 by Poland, dated 16 June 1982

10

Draft communication of ILO Assistant 
Director-General Jef Rens inviting the 
Government of Peru to respond to the first 
complaint filed with the newly-established 
Committee on Freedom of Association 

6

Draft programme for country visit  
in the context of the Commission  
of Inquiry established in 1968 to examine 
the article 26 complaint against Greece 
for non-observance of Convention No. 87

8

First edition of the Digest  
of decisions of the Committee 
on Freedom of Association, 
1972

7

Meeting in the context  
of the Fact-Finding  
and Conciliation Commission 
on Freedom of Association  
in Japan, January 1965

9

Letter dated 2 January 1985 of Judge Roberto 
Ago accepting the renewal of his appointment 
as member of the Committee of Experts

4

Inaugural sitting of the Commission of Inquiry concerning 
non-observance of Convention No. 29 by Liberia 
in the presence of Director-General Morse, dated July 1962

2

Excerpts from the first report of the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations, dated 7 May 1927

1

Observations of the Government of Liberia in response to the article 26 complaint filed by Portugal, dated 8 February 1962

5

Letter dated 12 March 1982 of the Chairperson 
of the Committee of Experts, José María 
Ruda, congratulating former Committee 
member Boutros-Ghali on his appointment  
as UN Secretary-General

3



ILO MEMBERSHIP

At the time of its creation, the membership of the Organization 
included 29 States signatories of the Treaty of Versailles and another 
13 States which were invited to accede to the Covenant of the 
League of Nations. Initially, League of Nations membership was a 
prerequisite for admission to the ILO. The first States non-members 
of the League to be admitted to the ILO were the United States 
(1934) and Egypt (1937). At present, the ILO has 187 member States.

The procedure for admission currently differs depending on whether 
the State concerned is a member of the United Nations. If it is, it may 
join the ILO by communicating to the Director-General its formal 
and unconditional acceptance of the ILO Constitution. The latest  
UN member State to be admitted was the Kingdom of Tonga,  
in February 2016.

For a non-UN member State, admission to the ILO requires a vote 
of the International Labour Conference and a double majority: two 
thirds of the delegates attending the session, including two thirds of 
the Government delegates present and voting. Such a Conference 
vote was last held in June 2015 for the admission of the Cook Islands.

The practice of the Organization has always been to require that 
countries applying for admission, in addition to meeting the criteria 
of statehood established under international law, should have full 
capacity to exercise the rights and discharge the obligations arising 
from the ILO Constitution. This is principally based on the 1930 
advisory opinion of the Permanent Court of International Justice 
on the application for membership of the Free City of Danzig.

Throughout the period of decolonization, a uniform practice 
developed according to which when applying for ILO membership, 
newly independent States recognized the continued application 
of international labour Conventions that were applied to their 
territory by the State formerly responsible for their international 
relations. Based on this “doctrine of continuity”, approximately 1,000 
ratifications of ILO Conventions were registered by 63 States upon 
gaining independence. In recent years, however, the assumption 
has been that newly independent States start with a “clean slate”, 
that is, they are free to accept any of the Conventions that were 
formerly binding on their territory but those Conventions are not 
automatically applicable.

Withdrawal of a member State requires advance notice to be given 
to the Director-General and takes effect two years after the date  
of receipt. Over the past 50 years, five member States withdrew 
from the Organization but were later readmitted – Albania in 1967, 
South Africa in 1966, Albania in 1967, Lesotho in 1971, the United 
States in 1977 and Viet Nam in 1985. 
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Statement of the Director-General on  
the occasion of the notification of the termination 
of membership of the United States with effect 
from 6 November 1977

4

Excerpts from the report of the sub-committee  
of the Conference Selection Committee  
on the application for admission of the Federal 
Republic of Germany

2

Letters of German Chancellor Adenauer and  
of the Secretary-General of the Allied High  
Commission on the application for admission  
of the Federal Republic of German

1

Opinion of the ILO Legal Adviser,  
Francis Wolf, dated 26 May 1978  
on the possible admission  
of Namibia

5

Note of Wilfred Jenks dated 27 March 1968 in relation 
to correspondence received from the “government  
in exile of the Free City of Danzig”

7

Admission of the Cook Islands, June 2015

9

Excerpt from a letter dated  
5 November 1975 giving notice  
of the intention of the United States  
to withdraw from membership

3

[...]

[...]

[...]

Excerpts from a note of the ILO Legal Adviser, 
Francis Wolf, on the effects of South Africa’s 
notification of termination

11

Principle of continuity versus tabula rasa – Office comments on the International  
Law Commission’s draft articles on succession of States in respect of treaties

12

Excerpts from a note dated 23 April 1929 of the ILO  
Legal Adviser, Jean Morellet, on the statehood  
of the Free City of Danzig and its possible admission

6

ILO practice in matters of State succession  
in respect of international labour  
Conventions – Note dated 11 October 1957  
by the ILO Legal Adviser, Francis Wolf

8

Excerpts from a letter dated 11 March 1964 announcing 
the withdrawal of South Africa with immediate effect

10



THE ILO EMBLEM

The first ILO emblem and seal was created in 1921 and reflected the 
Organization’s close relationship with the League of Nations. In 1938,  
it was replaced by a black triangle surrounding the letters “ILO” in white,  
symbolizing the tripartite nature of the Organization. In 1943, the triangle 
was maintained but the colours were reversed, with black letters on  
a white background and the letters slightly overlapping the triangle.  

In the period from 1939 to 1967, many efforts were made to conceive a new 
ILO emblem reflecting the Organization’s core elements of tripartism and 
universality and combining technological progress, peace and humanity 
in a simple design.

In 1967, a new emblem was designed to commemorate  
the ILO’s 50th anniversary and was used as from 1 January 1968. 
The cogwheel symbolizes the world of work and the UN  
wreath of olive leaves reaffirms the ILO’s membership in the 
UN family. As from July 1969, the same emblem without  
the dates (1919–1969) became the official ILO logo and is still in 
use today. 

In 1994, a new logo was adopted for the 75th anniversary  
of the ILO and was used throughout that year.  

The last attempt to redesign the ILO emblem was made 
in 2002. The UN wreath of olive leaves was to surround 
a sun-like symbol. However, the proposed emblem was 
not adopted as it lacked support.

The name and emblem of the Organization  
are protected by article 6ter of the Paris Convention 
for the Protection of Industrial Property, as revised. 
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The “clasped hands” – design proposed by Mr Manning, 1945

4

Graphic design of the emblem retained for the 
ILO’s 50th anniversary (1919–69) and Director-
General’s circular communicating it to staff

5

Two versions of a graphic design retained in 1967 and related explanation

2

Various proposals for an ILO emblem and seal, 1939–45 

1

Sketch of ILO 
emblem designed 
by Wilfred Jenks 

6

Excerpts from a 1958 internal note on the protection of the ILO name against misuse

8

Failed initiative for a new ILO logo and related draft broadcast to staff, 2002–03

9

Exchanges between David Morse and Wilfred Jenks on the criteria,  
elements and symbolism of the proposed ILO emblem, February 1967 

7

Conference resolution adopted in 2005 concerning the ILO flag

3



ILO EXTERNAL OFFICES

In its early days, the Organization sought to establish a structure to support its field 
operations. The first external offices, known as “branch offices”, were opened in the 
1920s to accommodate national correspondents, including in Washington in 1920, 
Berlin in 1921 and Tokyo in 1924. 

During the 1950s, the ILO established “field offices”, including an office in Mexico  
covering Central America and the Caribbean, and in Istanbul covering the 
Near and Middle East, in order to better support its expanding technical  
assistance programmes and activities. It thus became necessary to conclude 
the first “host country agreements” to protect the privileges and immunities 
of the Organization and its officials. In the late 1960s, various field offices 
became “area offices”; meanwhile “regional offices” were created, including 
the regional office of the Andean Programme in Lima and the regional office 
for Asia in Bangkok. 

Due to the increased focus on technical cooperation activities, the ILO 
continued to adapt its field structure to evolving needs. In the 1990s,  
to ensure that the interests of the ILO’s tripartite constituency 
were fully taken into account in the design and delivery of field  
activities, “multidisciplinary advisory teams” were established, for 
instance, in Budapest, Cairo, New Delhi, San José and Yaoundé. 
In 2003, “sub-regional offices” replaced merged area offices and 
multidisciplinary teams. In 2009, the ILO adopted its current field 
structure, including “decent work technical support teams”. 

Today, the ILO operates 5 regional offices, 33 country 
offices, 13 decent work technical support teams, and 
more than 200 project offices. More than 60 per cent 
of the ILO’s 3,000 staff members serve in field duty 
stations. This field structure supports more than 
760 development cooperation programmes and 
projects in 118 countries, with an overall budget of  
approximately US$600 million. 

The ILO’s main training institution is also located 
outside Geneva. Based on a proposal of the 
Government of Italy to use facilities built on the 
occasion of the International Labour Exhibition 
of 1961, the Governing Body approved in 
June 1964 the establishment in Turin of an 
International Centre for Advanced Technical 
and Vocational Training. Operating under a 
statute and governance structure of its own, 
the Centre now employs 170 officials and 
runs 450 programmes for approximately 
11,000 people each year. 

Delving into the ILO archives
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ILO external offices and national correspondents 
as at November 1929

6

Agreement of 7 May 1967 with the Government 
of Cameroon for the establishment of an ILO 
office in Yaoundé

1

Opening in October 1967 of the ILO office  
in Dakar, Senegal, with 39 staff members  
serving eight West African countries

2

First ILO liaison 
office in Paris,  
at 13 rue de Laborde,  
Paris VIIIe

8

Press release of 24 October 1964 regarding 
the establishment of the ILO’s International 
Training Centre in Turin

12

Signing ceremony at the Italian Foreign Ministry in Rome of the agreement 
concerning the International Centre for Advanced Technical and Vocational Training

11

Agreement of 14 January 1959 for the establishment of an African field office in Lagos, Nigeria

10

Venue plan of the International Labour Exhibition held in Turin in 1961 – in the centre 
the pavilions that now host the ILO’s International Training Centre

13

Letter of ILO legal adviser Francis Wolf drawing 
attention to the need to provide adequate 
privileges and immunities coverage before 
Nigeria’s accession to independence

5

Exchange of letters between the UN legal counsel and the ILO legal adviser regarding  
the UK government’s authorization for the signature of the 1959 agreement with Nigeria  
for the establishment of an African field office in Lagos

3

Agreement of 14 March 1969 with the Government of Trinidad and Tobago  
for the establishment of an office in Port-of-Spain

4

Office of the ILO national  
correspondent in Tokyo

7

ILO Office  
in Washington, DC

9



The early practice of the ILO and the League of Nations based on article 7(4) of the 
Covenant laid down the foundations of the modern system of privileges and immunities 
of international organizations and their staff. The privileges and immunities the ILO 
enjoys in Switzerland were first defined in agreements concluded with the host State 
as of 1921. 

In 1946, the ILO Constitution was amended to provide, for the first time, that 
the Organization would enjoy in the territory of each member State such 
privileges and immunities as are necessary for the fulfilment of its purpose, 
and that the representatives of its tripartite constituency, such as delegates  
to the annual Conference and members of the Governing Body, would enjoy 
similar coverage to ensure the independent exercise of their functions.

In 1947, the rules concerning the status of the UN specialized agencies 
and their staff were systematized in a comprehensive Convention on the 
Privileges and Immunities of the Specialized Agencies. The Convention 
consists of standard clauses and one annex for each of the 17 specialized 
agencies that adapts the provisions of the Convention to the specificities 
of each organization. Annex I, which relates to the ILO, seeks to protect 
the Organization’s unique tripartite structure through the immunities 
granted to the employer and worker members of the Governing 
Body. To date, 126 States out of a total membership of 187 have 
ratified the Convention and Annex I.

Privileges and immunities seek to ensure that the Organization 
is capable of pursuing its mandate in conditions of full inde-
pendence. They principally include: 

•  immunity from legal process for the Organization and 
its staff members for acts performed in their official 
capacity;

•  inviolability of ILO premises and archives, and 
immunity of ILO property and assets from any form 
of interference;

•  exemption of ILO assets and property from direct 
taxes and custom duties;

•  exemption of staff members from taxation 
in respect of their salaries and immunity  
from immigration restrictions.

Annex I accords privileges and immuni-
ties to experts on mission, such as the 
members of the Committee of Experts 
on the Application of Conventions and  
Recommendations and members of 
Commissions of Inquiry.

PRIVILEGES  
AND IMMUNITIES

Delving into the ILO archives
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Internal note of ILO Legal Adviser Jean Morellet dated 30 September 1927 on the immunities of Governing Body members

2

Laissez-Passer for an 
ILO expert on mission 
issued under paragraph 
3 of Annex I to the 1947 
Convention

3

Letter of ILO acting Director Phelan to US Labour Commissioner on conditions for the transmission of offi cial 
communications between Geneva and Montreal offi ces by diplomatic pouch via the US State Department

6

Newspaper article dated 29 November 1929 
on diplomatic immunities of ILO staff members

1

issued under paragraph 
3 of Annex I to the 1947 

Waiver of inviolability of ILO premises 
on the occasion of Nelson Mandela’s visit 
in June 1990

9

Excerpts from a Governing Body document of June 1947 comparing the 1946 
Convention on the privileges and immunities of the United Nations to a preliminary 
draft Convention on the privileges and immunities of the ILO 

7

Letter of 29 November 1938 announcing 
the restitution of a book confi scated from 
an ILO offi cial by the Swiss customs

5

Letter of 19 March 1924 from the Swiss authorities 
reporting the continued failure of an ILO offi cial 
to respect cantonal regulations for pets

4

Draft circular concerning 
the fi lling of a questionnaire 
of the Geneva authorities for 
wartime evacuation of civil 
populations, March 1940

10

the fi lling of a questionnaire 
of the Geneva authorities for 

Excerpts from an ILO brochure dated March 
1936 on immunities of ILO offi cials

8

Exchange of minutes concerning the privileges and immunities coverage 
of the second African Regional Conference (Addis Ababa, 1964) 

11



According to article 37(1) of the ILO Constitution, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) is the only entity empowered to render 
an authoritative interpretation of the ILO Constitution or of an international labour Convention. The provision originated  
as article 423 of the Treaty of Versailles. At that time, requests for advisory opinions by the predecessor to the ICJ,  
the Permanent Court of International Justice (PCIJ), had to be channelled through the Council of the League of Nations, 
pursuant to article 14 of the Covenant of the League. 

The ILO has sought an advisory opinion on six occasions. The first was rendered by the PCIJ in July 1922, and concerned 
a complaint from the Netherlands Confederation of Trade Unions. The Court considered that the nomination of the 
Dutch Worker delegate to the third session of the International Labour Conference was inconsistent with article 389 
of the Treaty of Versailles, which required that nominations of non-governmental delegates be made in agreement 
with the most representative employers’ or workers’ organizations. To date, this advisory opinion remains  
the most authoritative reference guiding the Credentials Committee of the International Labour Conference. 

In 1922, the ILO requested the PCIJ to determine whether the Organization 
was competent to deal with the conditions of work of persons employed  
in agriculture, especially in view of the French Government’s opposition  
to such a mandate. A further opinion was requested as to whether the 
ILO was competent to deal with issues related to agricultural production. 
The PCIJ rendered its advisory opinion on both these issues in August  
of the same year.

Following the adoption of the Night Work (Bakeries) Convention, 1925 
(No. 20), a new question on the mandate of the ILO was referred to 
the PCIJ, where the Court was requested to make a determination 
on the competence of the Organization to adopt standards which, 
at the same time as protecting workers, would also incidentally 
regulate the work performed by the employer. 

In 1930, the question of whether the special legal status of the 
Free City of Danzig made it eligible to become a Member of 
the ILO was brought before the Court. The Court answered 
in the negative, as the Government of Poland had the 
right to conduct the foreign relations of Danzig and 
therefore certain ILO activities, such as the ratification 
of Conventions, could not be undertaken by the 
Danzig authorities without the Polish Government’s 
consent. 

In 1932, following a proposal from the United 
Kingdom, the PCIJ was asked to rule on the 
applicability of the Night Work (Women) 
Convention, 1919 (No. 4), to women who held 
supervisory or management positions and 
were not ordinarily engaged in manual 
work. To date, this remains the only 
time that a question relating to the 
interpretation of an international 
labour Convention has been referred 
to the World Court for decision.

THE ILO AND  
THE WORLD COURT
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Letter of 10 August 1922 from the PCIJ 
Registrar announcing the date of public 
delivery of the two advisory opinions  
on the ILO’s competence

1

Cable of 11 August 1922 from the ILO Legal 
Adviser announcing the imminent delivery 
of the advisory opinions

4

Letter of Albert Thomas dated 21 August 1922 
replying to Judge Anzilotti’s letter of 16 August 
and expressing his appreciation for the 
outcome of the two advisory proceedings

3

Letter of 18 June 1922 from the PCIJ Registrar, 
A. Hammarskjöld, transmitting copies of 
various written submissions in the context 
of the advisory proceedings

5

Legal opinion of the ILO Legal Adviser, 
Hudson, dated 3 November 1919, on the 
meaning of article 389 of the Treaty 
in connection with the representativeness 
of employers’ and workers’ organizations 
in the context of the first session 
of the International Labour Conference

9

Speech of Albert Thomas, with handwritten 
corrections, delivered during the advisory 
proceedings concerning the Night Work 
(Bakeries) Convention (No. 20)

11

Members of the Permanent Court of International Justice 
in the inner courtyard of the Peace Palace in 1924

7

Cable of 18 August 1922 from the ILO Legal Adviser 
summarizing the two advisory opinions on the ILO’s 
competence on agricultural matters

8

Letter of 29 December 1921 from the International 
Trade Federation calling upon the ILO Governing Body 
to request a comprehensive interpretation of article 
389 of the Treaty of Versailles

2

Ordre de mission of 14 June 1922 instructing the ILO Legal Adviser 
to travel to The Hague, to follow closely the evolution of the Court 
proceedings and to keep headquarters informed

10

Inaugural session of  
the Permanent Court  
of International Justice,  
15 February 1922, in the 
Great Hall of Justice  
at the Peace Palace

6



The Administrative Tribunal of the International Labour Organization finds its 
origins in the Administrative Tribunal of the League of Nations, which was 
created in 1919 to serve both the League itself and the ILO. At the League’s 
dissolution, the Tribunal was transferred to the ILO, which had become the 
first specialized agency of the newly created United Nations. By the time 
of its transfer to the ILO, the Tribunal had dealt with 37 cases.

The Tribunal is competent to hear complaints alleging non-observance, 
in substance or in form, of the terms of appointment of officials and 
of the provisions of the Staff Regulations of member organizations.

In 1949, the Statute of the Tribunal was amended so as to allow 
other international organizations to recognize its jurisdiction. That 
same year, the World Health Organization (WHO) accepted the 
Tribunal’s Statute, prompting other UN specialized agencies, 
such as the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) 
and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), as well as other international 
organizations to follow. To date, as many as 57 international 
organizations have recognized the jurisdiction of the 
Tribunal, which is thus competent to hear complaints 
of approximately 60,000 serving and former officials.

The Tribunal is composed of seven judges, all of 
different nationality, who hold or have held the 
highest judicial functions in their respective 
countries, and who are appointed by the 
International Labour Conference for a renewable 
period of three years. At present, the Tribunal 
meets twice a year and delivers at each session 
approximately 90 judgments. The Tribunal’s 
case law consists of over 4,000 judgments 
and is widely acclaimed as a landmark 
contribution to the development of 
international civil service law.

THE ILO ADMINISTRATIVE 
TRIBUNAL
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Letter from Lord Devlin to Director-General concerning his appointment as Judge

10

Original signed copy of one of the earliest judgments of the Tribunal

6

Letter of Edward Phelan, future Director-General, transmitting the deposit  
required by the Statute to file a complaint with the Tribunal, and note returning  
the deposit following the Tribunal’s judgment

4

Report of the Supervisory Commission 
of April 1927 on the establishment  
of a League of Nations administrative  
tribunal and draft statute

5

Excerpt from the report of the League of Nations 
Liquidation Board concerning the conversion  
of the League of Nations Administrative Tribunal  
to the ILO Administrative Tribunal 

11

League of Nations resolution of 26 September 1927 establishing  
an administrative tribunal on an experimental basis for four years

1

Procès-verbal of the first session of the Tribunal, 1 February 1928

2

First edition of the Statute  
and Rules of Court 
of the League of Nations 
Administrative Tribunal

3

Belgian statesman Albert Devèze,  
first President of the Tribunal 

7

8

Manning table and staff requisition form for April and November 1965 sessions of the Tribunal 

Letter of 18 May 1949 transmitting WHO comments  
on the proposed amendment to the Statute to allow  
other intergovernmental organizations to recognize  
the jurisdiction of the Tribunal 

12

Exchange of letters between UN Secretary-General, Trygve Lie, and ILO 
Director-General, Edward Phelan, concerning the advisability of establishing 
a single administrative tribunal for all UN organizations

13

Letter from Director-General to Professor Georges 
Scelle concerning his appointment as Judge

9




