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 At its 100th Session in June 2011, the 
General Conference of the International 
Labour Organization approved a resolution 
and a set of conclusions on labour admin-
istration and labour inspection. Among 
the various conclusions, the International 
Labour Office was requested to develop 
a database, accessible through the ILO 
website, on best practices in labour ad-
ministration and inspection.

In this regard, LAB/ADMIN has launched 
a series of publications that collect good 
practices in different areas and economic 
sectors. This is the first time that a set 
of good practices on labour inspection in 
the Export Processing Zones has been put 
together. It will give readers an opportunity 
to familiarize themselves with various sys-
tems, procedures and practices. 

This collection of good practices repre-
sents a useful tool for labour inspectors, 
workers and employers with a view to bet-
ter understanding the implications and 
complexities of a labour inspection system 
in export processing zones.

I particularly welcome this publication, 
prepared by Helena Pérez, an ILO consult-
ant, and do hope that it will prove useful 
for all those concerned with labour inspec-
tion in export processing zones.

Giuseppe Casale
Director
Labour Administration and 
Inspection Programme
ILO, Geneva
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 While export processing zones (EPZs) 
can take many different names and forms, 
the ILO has defined them as “industrial 
zones with special incentives set up to 
attract foreign investors, in which im-
ported materials undergo some degree 
of processing before being exported 
again”. EPZs have been established in 
many countries as a means of stimulat-
ing economic growth through attracting 
foreign investment in exports, and host 
countries that have established EPZs have 
had high expectations of their outcomes. 
These have included investment, foreign 
exchange earnings through non-tradition-
al exports, resource utilization, a pivotal 
link to the global economy, job creation, 
and skills and technology transfers to 
other domestic industries. EPZs therefore 
offer incentives such as tax concessions, 
the removal of import duties on primary 
and intermediate materials and capital 
goods destined for export, and flexibility 
in labour laws.
There has been rapid growth in the num-
ber of EPZs in the last few decades, from 
just a few in 1970 to around 3,500 in 
2010. They have expanded in size as well 
as in quantity, and while they can now 
be found worldwide (they operate in 130 
countries) they tend to be concentrated 
in developing nations.1 Approximately  

1 ILO: GB.301/ESP/5, 301st Session, March 2008.

66 million people are employed in EPZs, 
and while 40 million of these workers are 
in China alone, EPZs are growing in all 
regions. In percentage terms employment 
in EPZs is generally small, but the per-
centage change is greater in sub-Saharan 
Africa than it is in China, and employment 
in EPZs has also risen in South Asia and 
Eastern Europe.2

Although production in EPZs continues to 
focus on textiles, clothing and electron-
ics, a number of countries have gradu-
ally diversified the output of EPZs.3 In 
addition, the processes undertaken at 
EPZs have evolved – having originally 
comprised of original assembly and pro-
cessing activities EPZs now undertake a 
wide range of business activities, includ-
ing high-tech and science parks, finance 
zones, logistics centres, and even tourist 
resorts. Their physical form is no longer 
restricted to enclave-like zones, but can 
now include single-industry, single-com-
modity, single-factory or single-company 
zones.4 All of this gives rise to impor-
tant distinctions between skilled and 
non-skilled workers, and differences in 
working conditions.

Firms operating in EPZs can be foreign, 
domestic, or jointly owned, and foreign 
direct investment is usually prominent.

2 ILO: “Economic development and working conditions in export 
processing zones: A survey of trends”, Working Paper No. 3 (Geneva, 
2008).

3 ILO: GB.301/ESP/5, 301st Session, March 2008.

4 Ibid.

GENERAL OVERVIEW OF EPZs

1977 1986 1995 1997 2002 2009

Employment 
(millions) N/A N/A N/A 18 30 66

EPZs (number) 79 176 500 845 3,000 3,500

Countries with 
EPZs 25 47 73 93 116 130
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 The ILO has two main Conventions on 
labour inspection: Convention No. 81 on 
labour inspection in industry and com-
merce, and Convention No. 129 on labour 
inspection in agriculture. Convention No. 
81 is the principal international point of 
reference for labour inspection services 
and is as relevant today as it was over 60 
years ago.  It has become one of the most 
widely ratified of all ILO Conventions (141 
countries) and has served as a model for 
most national laws and regulations relating 
to modern inspection systems. Convention 
No. 81 and Recommendation No. 81 
taken together constitute the rules to be 
applied in the field of labour inspection.

Convention No. 81 defines the functions, 
duties and responsibilities of labour in-
spection systems, the requirements for 
staff recruitment, the actions of inspec-
tors, enforcement powers, and the obliga-
tions of inspectors in relation to ethics and 
reporting of activities. It also provides for 
the reporting of accidents and diseases. 
The Labour Inspection Recommendation 
1947 (No. 81), gives further details as to 
what information should be included in 
annual report, so far as it is possible, and 
contains further guidance for collabora-
tion between inspectors, employers and 
workers, mainly in the area of safety and 
health.

Many ILO Conventions apply to all work-
ers, including those in EPZs. Among these 
are the ILO’s core labour standards on 
freedom of association, the right to collec-
tive bargaining, non-discrimination, equal 
pay between men and women, the aboli-
tion of forced labour, and the elimination 
of child labour. The following international 
labour Conventions are also applicable in 
EPZs:5

5 List of international labour Conventions referred to in the Tripartite 
Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and 
Social Policy.

No. 29  Forced Labour or Compulsory 
Labour, 1930 

No. 87  Freedom of Association and 
Protection of the Right to 
Organise, 1948 

No. 98  Right to Organise and 
Collective Bargaining, 1949 

No. 100  Equal Remuneration for Men 
and Women Workers for Work 
of Equal Value, 1951 

No. 105  Abolition of Forced Labour, 
1957 

No. 110  Conditions of Employment of 
Plantation Workers, 1958 

No. 111  Discrimination in Respect of 
Employment and Occupation, 
1958 

No. 115  Protection of Workers against 
Ionising Radiations, 1960 

No. 119  Guarding of Machinery, 1963 

No. 122  Employment Policy, 1964 

No. 130  Medical Care and Sickness 
Benefits, 1969 

No. 135  Protection and Facilities 
to be Afforded to Workers’ 
Representatives in the 
Undertaking, 1971 

No. 136  Protection against Hazards 
of Poisoning Arising from 
Benzene, 1971 

No. 138  Minimum Age for Admission to 
Employment, 1973 

No. 139  Prevention and Control of 
Occupational Hazards caused 
by Carcinogenic Substances 
and Agents, 1974 

No. 142  Vocational Guidance and 
Vocational Training in the 
Development of Human 
Resources, 1975 

INTERNATIONAL LABOUR STANDARDS
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INTERNATIONAL LABOUR STANDARDS

No. 148  Protection of Workers against 
Occupational Hazards in the 
Working Environment Due 
to Air Pollution, Noise and 
Vibration, 1977 

No. 154  Promotion of Collective 
Bargaining, 1981 

No. 155  Occupational Safety and 
Health and the Working 
Environment, 1981 

No. 156  Equal Opportunities and Equal 
Treatment for Men and Women 
Workers: Workers with Family 
Responsibilities, 1981 

No. 158  Termination of Employment at 
the Initiative of the Employer, 
1982 

No. 161  Occupational Health Services, 
1985 

No. 162  Safety in the Use of Asbestos, 
1986 

No. 167  Safety and Health in 
Construction, 1988 

No. 168  Employment Promotion 
and Protection against 
Unemployment, 1988 

No. 170  Safety in the use of Chemicals 
at Work, 1990 

No. 173  Protection of Workers’ Claims 
in the event of the Insolvency 
of their Employer, 1992 

No. 174  Prevention of Major Industrial 
Accidents, 1993 

No. 182  Prohibition and Immediate 
Action for the Elimination 
of the Worst Forms of Child 
Labour, 1999 

Since the mid-1990s the private sector 
has had an active role in regulating and 
supervising its supply chains through the 
adoption of codes of conduct and audit-
ing its principles. Voluntary initiatives that 
have emerged should not be seen as an 
alternative to public regulation and super-
vision, but a failure of the private sector to 
adopt an active role and take responsibil-
ity for some of the crucial changes that 
its presence is creating would at the very 
least be a lost opportunity. Many differ-
ent types of institutions (companies, trade 
associations, trade unions, non-profits, 
multi-stakeholder initiatives, etc.) have 
developed a range of self-regulatory ini-
tiatives, creating codes of conduct and 
methodologies to monitor and certify 
companies’ compliance with voluntary 
codes. Despite the unending debate and 
questions as the independence, credibil-
ity, expertise, and transparency of these 
initiatives, it is a positive outcome that 
civil society and the private sector also 
take responsibility and invest time and 
resources in ensuring that the effects of 
globalization positively affect all sectors of 
society, and that sustainability is included 
as a market trend. These initiatives can 
in no way replace national legislation, 
international labour standards or labour 
inspectorates, but they can strengthen the 
application of national legislation and in-
ternational labour principles.
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 Effective labour inspection is essential 
for economic and social progress, and for 
sustainable development. There needs to 
be a sound business climate, with pro-
ductivity and growth together with com-
prehensive worker protection and decent 
working conditions. However, a number of 
elements of decent work can be lacking 
in EPZs. These include freedom of asso-
ciation and collective bargaining, reason-
able working hours, occupational safety 
and health, equal treatment and equal 
opportunities between men and women, 

job stability, and adequate employment 
conditions for migrant workers.
Challenges for labour inspectors continue 
to grow in EPZs. For example, larger enter-
prises now frequently outsource produc-
tion to smaller enterprises, which makes 
the supply chain more complex for labour 
inspectors. However, with legal, adminis-
trative and policy changes achieved with 
social dialogue and partnerships, EPZs 
could provide decent jobs and growth, 
and establish themselves as a bedrock 
of globalization.

THE SPECIAL RELEVANCE AND IMPORTANCE 
OF LABOUR INSPECTION
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Limits of freedom of association 
and collective bargaining

Respect for freedom of association and 
the right to collective bargaining remain 
among the main legal and practical con-
cerns in EPZs. Labour inspectors, unions 
and NGOs frequently report workers being 
denied their rights to freedom of asso-
ciation and collective bargaining, despite 
their status as fundamental rights. Issues 
reported include legal restrictions on un-
ionization and union membership, the 
blacklisting of union officials, interference 
in the internal affairs of workers’ organiza-
tions, refusal to negotiate, harassment, 
violence and reprisals, legal restrictions 
on industrial action (including prohibition 
by classifying EPZs as essential services 
and exemptions and ambiguities on the 
application of labour law), and access to 
zones. In some countries, other councils 
or committees have been created to act 
as a deterrent to independent unions.6 
In many cases factories within EPZs may 
be in compliance with local law, however 
the differences between domestic law and 
international core labour standards mean 
that the the law applied in the zones vio-
lates the internationally recognized rights 
of freedom of association and collective 
bargaining.

Excessive working hours

Workers in EPZs tend to work longer 
hours than workers in other sectors, often 
in violation of domestic laws. Excessive 
overtime is linked to the nature of the in-
dustries’ operations within the zones, or to 
demand in the global chain (some indus-
tries have seasonal peaks and require their 
staff to work longer hours to compensate 
for defect rates or to comply with shipping 
deadlines). Overtime is often compulsory, 

6 ILO: GB.301/ESP/5, 301st Session, March 2008.

with refusal to comply resulting in dismiss-
al or other forms of retaliation.7 Whether 
or not they are coerced, many workers in 
EPZs work excessive hours simply to earn 
enough to survive. In cases where there is 
a high concentration of migrant workers, 
excessive hours are often encouraged by 
a lack of leisure activities and the need 
to earn as much as possible in order to 
return home sooner.

Not ensuring decent wages

In most countries wages within EPZs seem 
to be broadly equivalent to or higher than 
wages for comparable work in other sec-
tors. However, while minimum wages are 
generally respected, they do not equate 
to a decent wage or a living wage. In ad-
dition, minimum wages are often earned 
through piece-rate production schemes 
that require long, intensive hours. There 
are also frequent reports of overtime that 
is not compensated or is underpaid, and 
of workers who must complete (often ex-
cessive) overtime in order to achieve the 
minimum wage. Workers also commonly 
fail to understand how pay is calculated, 
as employers use very complex payment 
systems and invest little in transparency 
and communication. Furthermore, wage 
freezes can be applied to EPZs when 
minimum wages are reviewed in other 
sectors.

Lack of respect for rights in 
termination and retrenchment

It has become common for companies 
in EPZs to close down without warning 
workers, who are then left without com-
pensation, back pay, or national insurance 
payments. There are also an increasing 
number of complaints of non-payment to 
provident funds.8 

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

WORKING CONDITIONS AND RISKS
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WORKING CONDITIONS AND RISKS

Forced labour

There are risks of forced labour in coun-
tries with large numbers of migrant work-
ers. There are concerns about recruitment 
fees, and fees to agents and employers 
that workers must pay before leaving their 
jobs. There are also frequent reports of 
restrictions on workers’ movement, includ-
ing confinement to factory or dormitory 
premises. These problems are difficult 
to address, as regulation of recruitment 
practices requires bilateral action and co-
ordination between the host country and 
the country of origin.

Safety and health

Insufficient safety measures are constantly 
reported. Preparedness for emergencies, 
protective equipment, proper sanitary fa-
cilities and restrictions on their use, stor-
ing and handling chemicals and hazardous 
substances, health services, and first aid 
continue to be major concerns in EPZs. 
Many factories do not have adequate sys-
tems for managing occupational safety 
and health. No statistics are available to 
show whether occupational accidents or 
diseases are more or less frequent in EPZs 

than in other enterprises. Illnesses that af-
fect workers include infections of the res-
piratory passages, eye irritations, varicose 
veins from having to remain standing for 
long periods, and stress-related illnesses 
such as gastritis.

Inadequate housing and living 
conditions

Many companies provide accommodation 
for workers due to high levels of migration 
(both internal and foreign), either because 
there are no housing alternatives in the 
area or because the alternatives are too 
expensive for workers to afford with their 
salaries. However, these facilities can be 
inadequate and overcrowded.

Instability in employment

Workers in EPZs do not usually have long-
term contracts. Contracts of between three 
months and one year are commonly used 
to ensure flexibility in hiring and termina-
tion, but such contracts can also be used 
to avoid the cost incurred through redun-
dancies or maternity and well as to circum-
vent legal requirements to have unions 
or workers’ committees in the company.



13

Women

In most countries, the overwhelming ma-
jority of workers in EPZs are women. EPZs 
have given women in many countries the 
opportunity to enter the formal sector, and 
they provide higher wages than traditional 
sectors such as agriculture or domestic 
work. However, the lack of job security, 
low skill levels and low wages mean that 
women employed at EPZs may have little 
opportunity for professional development 
– they are essentially stuck in “dead-end 
jobs”. The shift from traditional manufac-
turing activities to information technology 
and other high-skill jobs that experts an-
ticipate will occur in EPZs in the coming 
years will likely mean that women will not 
make up the majority of workers in the fu-
ture.9 In addition, discriminatory practices 
such as not hiring pregnant women, job 

9 ILO: GB.301/ESP/5, 301st Session, March 2008.

losses, and refusing maternity leave, are 
still being used. 

Migrant workers

In many countries there is a high propor-
tion of migrant workers (both foreign and 
domestic) at all levels in EPZs. Migrant 
workers are more vulnerable than local 
workers, and tend to be more likely to 
be subject to discrimination and abuse. 
Many workers are staying in countries il-
legally or remain on certain conditions, 
and companies operating in EPZs can hire 
or even import workers who would not be 
offered a formal contract elsewhere, so 
labour laws do not apply to them and they 
can therefore be paid less. Migrant work-
ers are also more vulnerable to forced or 
bonded labour through recruitment fees, 
withholding or confiscating documents, 
and limiting workers’ movement. In some 
countries foreign workers are legally barred 
from joining trade unions.

VULNERABLE GROUPS
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Poor legislative frameworks

It is increasingly common for host coun-
tries to recognize the applicability of la-
bour law within EPZs, but there remain 
some countries in which EPZs are exempt 
or where specific laws apply. The right 
to freedom of association, working time 
regulations, wage levels and overtime 
regulations often do not apply in EPZs.

Weak enforcement

Even in States that apply labour laws in 
EPZs, their enforcement tends to be weak. 
Labour inspectorates are generally under-
resourced (staff levels, transportation, ma-
terials, etc.) and inspectors undertrained, 
and the isolation of companies in EPZs 
from the rest of the economy limits ac-
cessibility for inspectors. There is often 
a lack of knowledge about the number 
and distribution of undertakings that are 
subject to inspection, and the workers who 
should be covered. The rate at which com-
panies are started up and shut down, and 
the frequency with which factories change 
hands and are re-registered or renamed 
(these issues arise as companies can take 
advantage of fiscal incentives that cease to 
apply after a certain period of trading) are 
also challenges facing inspectors. There is 
also no clear legal framework that allows 
inspectors to act in the general interest of 
workers in EPZs. In some cases EPZs are 
regulated by a special authority devoted 
to attracting investments and acting as a 
facilitator in the provision of various ser-
vices to investors.

Reactive vs proactive

In many cases, and especially in EPZs, the 
competencies of labour inspectors are lim-
ited to enforcing labour legislation through 
arranged visits, although most of those 
visits are actually demand driven rather 
than being ex officio, in other words acting 

upon complaints. The labour inspector-
ates’ lack of long-term planning, vision 
and strategy mean that the role of labour 
inspectors is mainly reactive and not pro-
active and preventative. There are very 
few preventative initiatives undertaken 
by labour inspectorates within EPZs, for 
example efforts to reduce accidents, work-
related diseases or strategies to prevent 
any unfair labour practices. Being reac-
tive, inspectorates only intervene once a 
standard has been violated or an accident 
has occurred, whether the intervention is 
initiated ex officio or through a complaint 
from a worker. 

Denial of access

A problem that labour inspectors very 
commonly face is that they are denied 
access to EPZs when carrying out enforce-
ment visits without prior notice or prior 
authorization, which delays inspections 
and can defeat their object. Employers 
and EPZ authorities have the right not to 
grant access to non-workers on the basis of 
the security necessary in custom-bonded 
areas. Labour ministries seem reluctant to 
insist upon and enforce their right to ac-
cess and inspect EPZs, even in countries 
that have ratified ILO Convention No. 81.

Subcontracting

Companies that subcontract out work to 
enjoy more flexibility or take advantage 
of lower production costs are widespread. 
Intermediaries can be smaller work-
shops or individuals working from home. 
Identifying workplaces and monitoring 
conditions of outsourced work is therefore 
very challenging.

Low levels of unionization and 
dialogue

The ILO noted the rarity of collective bar-
gaining and sound tripartite relations in 

COMPLIANCE AND ENFORCEMENT: 
GAPS AND CHALLENGES
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COMPLIANCE AND ENFORCEMENT: GAPS AND CHALLENGES

EPZs in a report in 1998, and this con-
tinues to be the case.10 Although social 
dialogue has an important role in improv-
ing productivity and workplace conditions 
through developing mechanisms for com-
munication, consultation and negotiation, 
unionization levels are very low and social 
dialogue itself is almost non-existent. 
Unionization levels among women in EPZs 
are especially low. Some attribute this to 
a traditional attitude among male union 

10 ILO: Labour and social issues relating to export processing zones, 
(Geneva, 1998).

leaders who do not make women’s issues 
or the recruitment of women a priority, and 
women tend to join or create other organi-
zations. Others claim that women’s roles 
as breadwinners, when combined with 
domestic and childcare duties, leave lit-
tle time for union activity. In many cases 
unions are simply denied access to EPZs, 
limiting the scope for organizing. Employer 
hostility and alternative organizations or 
associations created by employers dis-
courage unions, and preclude collective 
bargaining.
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 The information regarding the appli-
cation and enforcement of legislation by 
labour inspectors in EPZs is limited. The 
Committee of Experts on the Application 
of Conventions and Recommendations 
frequently requests information regard-
ing the practical implementation of the 
ratified Conventions, not only in relation 
to Convention No. 81, but also to other 
fundamental Conventions: however the in-
formation available continues to be very 
limited. A number of different UN-funded 
projects in several regions also consider 
the information available regarding in-
spections practices in this sector to be 
insufficient, and that there is room for 
improvement in this regard.

Ensuring labour ministries’ 
authority over EPZs

In some countries the labour ministry has 
jurisdiction over all workplaces, includ-
ing those within the EPZs or under an 
EPZ regime, for the enforcement of all 
labour legislation. This is the case for 
Costa Rica, Honduras, Indonesia, Kenya, 
Mauritius and Sri Lanka. Kenya11 recently 
modified its legislation to ensure that the 
new regulations on occupational safety 
and health apply to all workplaces, in-
cluding those in EPZs. Madagascar12 also 
made legislative progress by reforming 
the applicability of its labour code and 
extending it to EPZs.

Maximizing resources through 
integrated systems

Some countries have put in place inte-
grated inspections systems so all issues 
of labour inspection, including working 
conditions and occupational safety and 

11 CEACR: Individual Observation on Convention No. 81, Kenya, 
Published: 2010.

12 CEACR: Individual Observation on Convention No. 81, Madagascar, 
Published: 2008.

health, fall within the responsibility of a 
labour inspection system and can there-
fore be addressed during a single visit. 
The Ministry of Labour in Sri Lanka, for 
example, introduced an integrated in-
spection system with the assistance of 
the ILO, where a multidisciplinary team 
of inspectors visited a factory to carry 
out an overall evaluation of all aspects 
of compliance.

Assigning specific labour inspectors 
to the sector

Guatemala has a specific unit of labour 
inspectors that has exclusive responsibili-
ties over companies in EPZ regimes. In 
2005 there were a total of ten inspec-
tors in this unit. In Sri Lanka there is a 
Labour Inspection Office situated within 
one of the EPZs itself, and mediators are 
stationed in the zones to deal with dis-
putes. Mauritius does not have a special 
unit for EPZs, but there is the Special 
Migrant Worker’s Unit, which was set up 
in 2004 to provide services specifically 
for migrant workers. Considering the large 
proportion of migrant workers, this Unit 
would, to a certain extent, be indirectly 
responsible for EPZ enterprises. It is re-
sponsible for the vetting of contracts en-
tered into by migrant workers, conducts 
inspections at workplaces, and carries out 
investigations into companies regarding 
the working conditions of migrant work-
ers. The Special Migrant Worker’s Unit 
was set up to address specific problems 
encountered by these workers, which 
were in fact brought to light following a 
number of illegal strikes that they carried 
out in protest against payments to their 
recruiting agents, modalities of payment 
of their wages, lack of overtime, the food 
provided to them, and their food allow-
ance and accommodation. The Ministry of 
Labour believes that there has been less 
conflict involving migrant workers since

EXAMPLES OF GOOD LABOUR INSPECTION 
PRACTICES
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EXAMPLES OF GOOD LABOUR INSPECTION PRACTICES

the Unit was established, with a drastic 
reduction in the number of work stoppages 
as a result.

Adequate knowledge of the number 
and distribution of establishments 
and undertakings subject to 
inspection and the workers to be 
covered

In many countries administrative and in-
formation processes have relied heavily 
on manual procedures, which results in 
a massive flow of paperwork pertaining 
to inspections. In Mauritius, through a 
system of reporting, data are collected at 
the ministry level. Availability of such data 
allows  better monitoring of the inspec-
tion services and ensures better use of 
the resources available. The Procedure 
Manual for Labour Administration Service 
issued by the Ministry of Labour in 2004 
requests that inspectors keep an update 
of all enterprises in their region, and that 
the register of enterprises be filled after 
an inspection visit. In Honduras and Costa 
Rica, new electronic systems have been 
installed to manage inspection cases to 
allow labour inspectors to rationalize their 
working time, and supervisors to follow-
up cases in progress and have relevant 
information that could be aggregated in 
order for the responsible authorities to 
make better management and planning 
decisions.

Efficient collaboration between 
public authorities

Various countries’ legislation requires 
communication between different public 
authorities. In Sri Lanka, for example, 
inspecting officers are required to report 
complaints or evidence of workplace inju-
ries to the Commissioner for Workmen’s 
Compensation or the Factories Inspectorate. 
The country’s Board of Investment (BOI), 

which is the public authority responsible 
for generating and strengthening economic 
development and promoting foreign invest-
ment, has an industrial relations division 
with officers trained in labour and industrial 
relations. Many of the senior officers are 
former labour inspectors. There are two 
industrial relations officers in the two ma-
jor EPZs in the country, Katunayaka and 
Biyagama, where over 70,000 workers are 
employed, and they have good labour rela-
tionships with labour inspectors responsi-
ble for labour enforcement. In Mauritius, 
when cases of non-compliance with health 
and safety rules are discovered, labour 
inspectors are required to refer to them 
to the Occupational Safety and Health 
Inspectorate for necessary action. In ad-
dition, in cases where inspectors identify 
non-compliance of rules regarding migrant 
workers, they must inform the Special 
Migrant Unit. 

Improving living conditions in 
dormitories through inspections

In Mauritius, in addition to inspec-
tion undertaken for the purpose of the 
Occupational Safety and Health Act, 
the Occupational Safety and Health 
Inspectorate inspects dormitories for mi-
grant workers in the EPZs. These inspec-
tions are not supported by any legislative 
authority and the Inspectorate itself feels 
that it would be more appropriate for the 
Ministry of Health (MoH) to carry them 
out as part of its duties relating to public 
health. Such inspections are, however, un-
dertaken on the basis of the MoH guide-
lines, which provide for the size of rooms, 
number of people per room, windows 
(lighting and ventilation), ceiling height, 
bathroom standards, water supplies, lock-
ers or cupboards, etc. Inspectors will also 
scrutinize electrical and fire safety, pota-
ble water access, and kitchen facilities 
for taking of meals.
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EXAMPLES OF GOOD LABOUR INSPECTION PRACTICES

Promoting a culture of compliance 
through self-assessment

The Ministries of Labour in Honduras and 
Costa Rica developed a self-assessment 
form to increase employers’ knowledge 
of labour regulations and to help them 
to comply voluntarily. The self-assess-
ment is a checklist that includes the 
main labour inspection obligations that 
employers must meet. It then triggers 
a visit from a labour inspector to verify 
compliance with labour legislation. It 
allows employers to prepare for an in-
spection visit, to understand the nature 
of labour inspections and to recognize is-
sues that they might not have previously 
noticed. Its role is therefore educational 
and preventive. The questionnaire is 
generic; there are no specific question-
naires for any particular sector. In both 
countries, the self-assessment was vali-
dated by representatives of the Ministry 
of Labour, employers and unions, who 
each provided recommendations for im-
provement arrived at a consensus on the 
most important elements of compliance. 
The tripartite dialogue involved in the 
process also allowed the social partners 
to reflect on the preventive role of labour 
inspection. The self-assessment is con-
ceived as a voluntary initiative and the 
results are completely confidential: the 
assessments are not submitted to any la-
bour authority, but are rather completed 
and retained by individual employers in a 
confidential manner. However, employers 
are encouraged to share the results of 
completed questionnaires internally with 
the workforce. In Honduras, the Ministry 
of Labour actually encourages employ-
ers and workers to analyse the situation 
in facilities together and to answer the 
questions provided for in the self-assess-
ment jointly. It acknowledges that labour 

inspectors cannot visit many workplaces, 
but the questionnaire explicitly states 
that the objective of the self-assessment 
is in no way to act as a substitute for 
inspection visits. Rather, the inspectors 
have instructions to verify the results of 
the questionnaire. This can be a very ef-
fective tool to promote voluntary compli-
ance and help employers to understand 
their obligations and develop their ex-
pectations of labour inspection visits. It 
can also help increase transparency in 
the inspection process and promote co-
operation between employers and labour 
authorities. It is a measure that has been 
accepted and well received by employ-
ers’ associations, which is a positive step 
towards developing this format.

In Kenya, the Occupational Safety and 
Health Act establishes that in work’ plac-
es, including EPZs, a safety and health 
advisor must carry out thorough safety 
and health audits at least once a year, 
issue a report on the audit, and send a 
copy of the report to the director of oc-
cupational safety and health services. 
This audit report must be retained and 
be available for inspection by the occu-
pational safety and health officer.

Using the language of migrant 
workers

In Mauritius, the Special Migrant Worker’s 
Unit distributes brochures and informa-
tion on domestic legislation, on rules 
that apply equally to domestic and mi-
grant workers, and on state services in 
English, Chinese and Hindi. This helps 
domestic workers to better understand 
their rights, and the Ministry of Labour 
has also recruited a Chinese interpreter 
to help facilitate communication between 
its officers and Chinese workers.
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Promoting labour rights through 
collaboration with the private sector

The labour inspectorate in Honduras has 
launched the Mobile Labour Services 
Unit, the objective of which was to visit 
different EPZs and respond to inquiries 
from the workers. The intention was to 
bring the inspectorate to workers and 
avoid workers having to visit the offices 
to present claims or get information about 
their rights. This saves workers money, 
time, and having to ask for special per-
mits to leave their workplaces to go to 
the inspectorate. The Unit also distrib-
uted pamphlets and booklets on labour 
rights and self-assessments for employers. 
The Unit was financed by the Cumple y 
Gana Project. The Ministry of Labour, the 
Association of Honduran Manufacturers 
(AHM) and the Export Processing Zone 
Association (AFRAFRANCAH) agreed on 
the operational guidelines of the Unit: it 
would be stationed inside the EPZs two 
days per weeks, and one day per week 
in public squares, universities, fairs, etc. 
Monthly meetings would be held between 
the director of the Regional Inspectorate 
Office, AHM and AFRAFRANCAH to co-
ordinate and evaluate the Mobile Unit’s 
services.

Labour inspectors as advice 
providers

In Mauritius, inspectors have an important 
role to play in advising employees, employ-
ers and trade unions on issues surrounding 
labour, industrial relations, occupational 
safety and health, and many other related 
topics. This is delivered through training 
programmes – seminars or on-site talks – 
provided by the Information/Training Unit. 
These training sessions are considered to 
be an integral part of the inspection work 

as they are expected to result in greater 
respect for the law by all parties. In other 
countries, for example Kenya, factories 
in EPZs have made requests for the la-
bour inspectorate to come and provide 
advice before private auditors are sent 
by their clients to audit their company. 
In Sri Lanka, the factories inspector-
ate has been carrying out an increasing 
number of worker and management train-
ing workshops, in collaboration with the 
Employers’ Federation of Ceylon. Some of 
these campaigns have been held within 
the EPZs and have conveyed information 
on workers’ rights and safety and health 
to the workers. However, these efforts by 
various divisions of the labour department 
could be better coordinated, and encour-
age prevention and reduction of violations 
of statutory provisions more effectively.

Public private partnerships

In Bangladesh in 2007, the BEPZA es-
tablished two training institutes at EPZs 
in Chittagong and Dhaka with the ob-
jectives of delivering continuous train-
ing programmes for creating awareness 
on the rights and responsibilities of the 
workers and improving their productivity. 
In Honduras, the labour inspectorate has 
launched no specific campaigns to pro-
mote compliance with labour standards 
within EPZs. However, the Ministry of 
Labour did launch a campaign to promote 
employment among people with disabili-
ties and compliance with Convention No. 
159, and requested financial support from 
AHM. AHM, together with its affiliates, 
distributed all the material and the level of 
employment among people with disabili-
ties is currently highest in the EPZ sector. 
The materials distributed include: nation-
al legislation on disability employment; 
ILO Convention No. 159 on Vocational 
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Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled 
Persons); and a guide on facilitating the 
process of integrating people with dis-
abilities into the workplace. In fact, the 
EPZ sector currently cannot recruit enough 
individuals with disabilities to fill all the 
vacancies reserved for them. 

Linking labour compliance with 
economic incentives
In Sri Lanka, the Board of Investment (BOI) 
takes proactive measures to ensure inves-
tors’ compliance with all applicable labour 
laws and standards. In case of non-compli-
ance, the BOI initially gives notice to the 
enterprise that services provided by the BOI 
will be suspended unless immediate ac-
tion is taken to rectify the situation. Within 
three months, if the enterprise still fails 
to comply, the BOI suspends its services 
until the situation is rectified.  Suspension 
of service could include the suspension 
of authorized documentation for imports 
or the suspension of the “Green Channel” 
facility, which exempts undertakings from 
customs inspection, from applying to the 
operations of the errant company. These 
sanctions are extremely effective as these 
facilities are of considerable importance to 
enterprises in EPZs. In Costa Rica, export 
incentives can be cancelled in the case 
an EPZ company does not make contribu-
tions to the social security effective, but 
this does not apply to breaches of other 
obligations. However, even if the measures 
adopted by the BOI to ensure compliance 
are considered to be satisfactory, they are 
no substitute for the inspection by labour 
officers provided in law. 

Involving workers and their 
representatives in visits

In Mauritius, the Procedure Manual for 
Labour Administration Service requires 
inspectors to meet union representatives 
when workers are unionized, and the 

members of the workers’ council where 
councils have been established by the 
company in question. In Kenya the prac-
tice of involving employers and workers 
in inspectors’ visits to the workplace has 
traditionally been the norm. In Bangladesh 
workers and their representatives usually 
participate: they are consulted during the 
inspection by the counsellors, and the 
workers are informed about the action 
taken on their grievances.

Improving working conditions 
through tripartite committees
In Indonesia in 2007, the government 
called for the creation of local tripartite 
committees in each EPZ in order to in-
crease labour competitiveness in the 
country’s EPZs. Each committee was 
made up of representatives of local gov-
ernment, employers, and labour unions, 
and they were intended to serve as local 
social dialogue forums to address labour 
relations concerns. Some enterprises had 
already established bipartite bodies for 
the promotion of collective bargaining and 
dispute settlement. In Honduras in 1991, 
two committees were created, one bipar-
tite and the other tripartite, to oversee 
the EPZs. The Honduran Manufacturers 
Association (AHM) and the unions partici-
pated in both of them. They were created 
to encourage dialogue and try to solve any 
conflicts arising within the zones. 

Facilitating inspectors’ access to 
EPZs

In Honduras, in order to facilitate access 
of labour inspectors or any other public of-
ficial institution to EPZ premises, a proto-
col was signed by the labour inspectorate 
and AHM. The objective of the protocol 
was to ensure inspectors’ access to EPZ 
premises, although it did not include 
access to the factories themselves. The 
protocol established that labour inspectors 
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with proper identification would be taken 
into the premises of the EPZ, and brought 
to its authority’s main offices, where the 
factory would be notified of the inspector’s 
identity and the objective of the visit. The 
protocol also determined that each EPZ 
would train its security guards on how to 
properly receive labour inspectors and 
the procedure they should follow to es-
cort them to the facilities to be inspected. 
Difficulties in accessing workplaces for la-
bour inspectors are not exclusive to EPZs; 
access is legally guaranteed in most coun-
tries that have ratified Convention No. 81 
(for example Mauritius, Honduras, Costa 
Rica), but fines for obstruction tend to 
be so low that they are rarely an effective 
deterrent.

Educating EPZ authorities

In Kenya, during 2005-06 the EPZ author-
ity delivered a training programme as part 
of its corporate services on human rights. 
Both the Ministry of Labour and the ILO 
were involved in its facilitation. This was 
an open opportunity to educate the EPZ 
management on the role of labour inspec-
tions in improving working conditions.

Ensuring consistency in 
enforcement through developing 
manuals and checklists

The labour inspectorate in Costa Rica 
has made efforts to homogenize the work 

of labour inspectors by trying to ensure 
that their activities and approaches are 
based on legal criteria, rather than on 
inspectors’ own interpretation of how 
they should proceed. To this end, in 
2008 the Ministry of Labour issued a 
Labour Inspection Manual, which de-
tails all procedures carried out by la-
bour inspectors. Labour inspectors also 
have formats (checklists) when carrying 
out their inspections, which include a 
list of obligations with which the em-
ployers must comply. In Honduras, the 
Ministry of Labour has developed pro-
tocols and tools for labour inspectors 
in order to homogenize and normalize 
inspection techniques. These include 
a list of good practices that inspectors 
should follow before, during and after the 
visit. In Kenya, a manual of workplace 
inspection procedures was developed 
and made available to all inspectors. In 
2004 the Ministry of Labour in Mauritius 
issued a Procedure Manual for Labour 
Administration Services. This manual set 
down for the first time in writing, and in 
some detail, what is expected of labour 
inspectors. Health and safety inspections 
are carried out according to set inspec-
tion forms requiring inspectors to look 
at specific issues and include discreet 
meetings with employees. Specific in-
spection forms exist for the main sec-
tors of the economy, namely agriculture, 
construction and manufacturing.
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Efficacy and coordination in labour 
inspectorates

Sufficient numbers of inspectors for EPZ 
units:

Ensure that there is a sufficient 
number of inspectors – including 
female inspectors – to cover the 
number or workplaces and parti-
cular issues that are subject to 
inspection.

Encourage the integration of ins-
pection services – or a substantial 
level of cooperation between them 
in the use of available resources – 
in relation to occupational safety, 
occupational health, and labour 
relations (both for supervisory and 
advisory activities).

Establish communication and coor-
dination mechanisms between ins-
pection groups that have responsibi-
lities for different issues, depending 
on the nature of the issue (e.g. 
socio-labour standards, safety and 
occupational health, payment of 
wages, or social security).

Specialize inspectors in specific 
sectors of activity or, at the very 
least, make them aware of the more 
common risks to which workers are 
exposed.

Ensure that access to enforcement 
authorities is allowed within EPZs.

Ensure that the authority of ins-
pectors is widely known, by both 
workers and employers.

Increase the visibility, security and 
presence of labour inspectors

Working together with other authorities:

Clarify the different roles of public 
authorities to avoid gaps or over-
laps.

Establish clear written agreements 
to define their roles and responsi-
bilities.

Establish formal or informal agree-
ments to determine methods of 
collaboration, including between 
inspection and enforcement bodies 
such as police, social security ins-
titutions, tax authorities and quota 
offices.

Establish channels of communica-
tion through which different authori-
ties can share information regarding 
labour conditions at factories. 

Design specific campaigns to raise 
awareness among other public au-
thorities on labour issues to encou-
rage collaboration on reaching the 
same objectives.

Data collection:

Create a registry of operational 
companies with relevant data 
(e.g. addresses, contact informa-
tion, numbers of workers, main 
processes) and ensure that it is 
updated regularly.

Establish channels of communica-
tion between different institutions 
to make data on companies avai-
lable (e.g. institutions for social 
security, safety and health, taxes, 
public health).

Establish effective channels of 
communication between different 
regional inspection offices and the 
central office.

Determine systematic criteria and 
guidelines for the recording of data 
to maximize statistical use, policy 
review, etc.

Train labour inspectors on the crite-
ria used to record and classify data.
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Collect data on a regular basis at 
national level on issues or violations 
that have been identified.

Use data to identify patterns of vio-
lations in order to analyse problems.

Make plans to improve working 
conditions: launch targeted cam-
paigns, and work towards preventive 
mechanisms.

Share information with the social 
partners to raise awareness and 
encourage them to collaborate with 
the inspectorate’s activities. 

Share data with worldwide compa-
rability to help inspection system 
managers in other countries, or 
international organizations and ins-
titutions, in planning their research 
or technical cooperation priorities.

Share information with social moni-
tors/auditors so they are aware of 
the current problems in the country.

Inspections that combine 
prevention, education, and 
enforcement practices

Prevention practices and EPZ campaigns: 
enforcement, prevention, self-assessment, 
and awareness-raising campaigns:

Design national work plans or pro-
grammes for labour inspection:

a. with clear and realistic objec-
tives;

b. with strategies for achieving 
those objectives; 

c. with specific timeframes;

d. with aims and priorities that 
have been thought through;

e. that are appropriate to the re-
sources available;

f. that are coordinated at the regio-
nal, provincial or district level;

g. that include both enforcement 
and prevention activities;

h. that determine how progress is 
to be measured and achievement 
evaluated.

Consider peak production periods 
and specific schedules when plan-
ning actions within zones.

Allow time to investigate incidents 
and complaints but manage reac-
tive inspections so that they do not 
detract from the time necessary for 
preventative and proactive inspec-
tions.

Ensure a balance between advi-
sory, enforcement and supervisory 
functions. 

Within the advisory function, give 
particular attention to motivating 
and convincing the different parties 
to cooperate. 

Incorporate preventative, educa-
tion and constructive activities or 
approaches within inspection visits.

Stimulate sustainable preventative 
action.

Promote a culture of risk prevention 
through social dialogue, dissemi-
nating information, sharing best 
practices and educational activities. 

Create a culture of compliance, and 
organise courses, seminars, confe-
rences, radio broadcasts, and exhi-
bitions; and distribute posters, pam-
phlets, and other publications and 
films. Ensure that they are available 
in languages workers understand.
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Develop self-assessments to in-
crease employers’ knowledge of 
labour regulations and to help 
them to verify their compliance 
voluntarily.

Encourage employers and workers 
to work together on developing 
workplace policies and programmes.

Labour inspectors may also pro-
vide training, especially to trade 
unions, employers, NGOs, labour 
court officials and other government 
authorities.

Administrative procedures and effective 
sanctions:

Ensure that effective sanctions with 
dissuasive effects are in place. 

Ensure a speedy sanctioning pro-
cess.

Ensure that there are no obstacles 
to achieving remedies either at an 
administrative level or at a judicial 
level.

Ensure that remedies correct vio-
lations.

Compare corrective actions at dif-
ferent workplaces so employers can 
learn how labour conditions can 
be improved, and so that focus is 
placed on rectifying and preven-
ting rather than just identifying 
problems.

New approaches to workers and 
employers

Involving employers and workers in 
inspection:

Involve workers and their represen-
tatives in inspection visits.

Encourage the creation of safety 
committees and similar bodies, and 
reinforce their role as promoters of 
consciousness among the social 
partners as actors in investigating 
incidents and accidents and means 
of preventing them.

Inspectors must have access to all 
workers.

Inspectors must have the authority 
and facilities to question workers in 
order to determine the conditions 
in which they work.

Efforts must be made to ensure that 
workers can tell inspectors about 
their situation. 

Confidential channels must be avai-
lable to help workers communicate 
effectively with the inspectorate 
where there are coercive environ-
ments.

Inspectors should be able to hold 
interviews with workers within pre-
mises and outside premises.

Provide call centres or anonymous 
channels for workers to direct their 
complaints.

Standardized forms should be made 
available to workers and to repre-
sentatives of workers who believe 
that a violation of a labour law or 
health and safety regulation exists 
so that they can request an ins-
pection.

Raise awareness of the role of la-
bour inspection among employers, 
workers and other stakeholders, to 
help employers and workers to un-
derstand their rights and responsi-
bilities with regard to compliance 
and inspection.  
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Trade unions and employers’ orga-
nizations should be involved in 
campaigns about the role of labour 
inspection and how they can help 
to develop sound labour relations.

Create alliances between trade 
unions, NGOs, human rights groups, 
women’s organizations, solidarity 
networks and community policing or 
monitoring groups, especially those 
situated close to EPZs.

Voluntary initiatives can also assist 
with the gathering of information 
directly from workers, and their 
views and concerns can be used 
to better understand problems and 
their root causes at EPZs.

Tripartite committees at EPZs:

Create tripartite social dialogue 
forums or zone-level committees to:

a. Monitor labour relations, wor-
king conditions, productivity and 
quality enhancement at EPZs;

b. Promote a culture of compliance;

c. Provide guidance and informa-
tion regarding the regulatory 
environment.

Coordination at the labour 
administration level and 
collaboration with other authorities

Inspectors must be permitted to 
enter EPZs immediately on pro-
duction of their proof of identity 
as inspectors, without any further 
authorisation being necessary. 

Training should be provided to 
security personnel to ensure that 
inspectors’ access is not denied 
or delayed.

Arrangements should be made for 
labour inspectors to receive sup-
port from other law enforcement 
agencies when it is necessary to 
secure access.

Cooperation and joint action 
between the labour inspectorate 
and the zone authorities should 
be encouraged.

Internal training policy on technical 
matters and improving skills

Training programmes:

Labour inspectorates should have a 
structured training programme and 
a strategy based on medium- and 
long-term objectives and needs of 
their staff.

Inspectorates should analyse the 
training needs of inspectors com-
paring the competencies available 
with the competencies required. 

Inspectors should receive training 
and increase their skills on issues 
such as specific risks, technical 
areas, production processes, and 
the management of EPZs.

Labour inspectors need to unders-
tand the important links between 
inspections, compliance with labour 
standards, and export promotion.

Labour inspectors should also in-
crease their negotiation, motivation 
and communication skills.

Effective materials for facilitating inspection:

Labour inspectorates must conti-
nuously seek and adopt new ins-
pection practices that are holistic 
and multidisciplinary.
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Inspection services must have the 
human and physical resources that 
are required to inspect workplaces 
effectively.

Procedure manuals should be made 
available to inspectors to ensure 
that their activities and approaches 
are based on legal criteria rather 
than their own interpretation or 
understanding.

Checklists should be developed 
for inspectors’ use during their 
visits, which should address spe-
cific issues that are common within 
manufacturing processes.

Inspectors should have access to 
updated laws, regulations and natio-
nal jurisprudence.

Inspectors should have access to 
experts who can provide techni-
cal advice and make proposals to 
remedy situations that could lead 
to risks.

Inspectors need to be provided 
with transport facilities or reim-
bursement of expenses incurred 
in travelling to and from EPZs, 
especially considering that EPZs 
tend to be enclaves.

Private initiatives, corporate social 
responsibility, and other practices 
for EPZ inspection development

All actors in labour relations must 
be involved in promoting a culture 
of compliance. This requires enga-
ging employers, unions and other 
stakeholders in dialogue over labour 
standards. 

Labour inspectorates should pro-
vide employers with training in 
their statutory obligations, which 
should combine elements of busi-
ness management and labour pro-
tection issues.

Collaboration with multinationals 
could be pursued to deliver training 
to suppliers together with labour 
inspectors. 

Companies can also encourage 
and assist in the establishment of 
internal grievance procedures in 
enterprises and alternative conflict 
resolution mechanisms for workers 
to raise their complaints and find 
adequate solutions for problems.

Collaboration could also be pro-
moted or facilitated by any local 
trade associations that are willing 
to make their members aware of 
their rights and obligations, which 
would at the very least improve the 
image of their sector/country.

Companies can be engaged in pro-
motional activities to increase mul-
tinational companies’ knowledge of 
national legislation, the particulars 
of local business culture, and real 
problems with compliance.

Employers’ associations should be 
encouraged to improve their capa-
city to organize and recruit all EPZ 
enterprises into membership to faci-
litate control and advice.

The Tripartite Declaration of Prin-
ciples concerning Multinational 
Enterprises and Social Policy is 
a unique instrument, which could 
help to generate greater synergies 
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between public and private ini-
tiatives, and should be promoted 
among MNEs, governments, and the 
social partners to address economic 
and social issues in EPZs.

Engagement in corporate social 
responsibility initiatives and em-

ployer-led audit schemes, which 
includes better integration of la-
bour inspection programmes with 
existing public private programmes 
and schemes, such as the ILO/IFC 
Better Work programme, and other 
similar initiatives.
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