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Louis Emmerij, who died on 26 November 2019 at the age of 84, was for many years one 

of the leading figures in international development policy and research. Big Louis, as he 

was universally known, was at the centre of efforts by several major international 
organizations, and in his own country, the Netherlands, to address global poverty and 

inequality. 
 

Among these many contributions, perhaps the most striking and influential was his role in 

the ILO’s World Employment Programme (WEP), which he directed in the 1970s. The WEP 

was launched in 1969 as the ILO’s contribution to the second United Nations development 
decade. Big Louis took charge in 1971, and rapidly created one of the most effective 

programmes in the history of the ILO. He led an effort to transform thinking about 
employment, building collaboration between the ILO and leading development specialists, 
from the Institute for Development Studies at the University of Sussex and elsewhere. As 
he said in 2019, “It had become more and more clear that there was an employment 
problem and a poverty problem, which was not solved by economic growth alone”. A series 
of major country missions showed how employment goals could be integrated into 

development strategy, with new approaches such as policies for the informal sector. And 

he put in place a large and productive programme of policy research in Geneva and in 

regional employment teams in Asia, Africa and Latin America, in partnership with 

universities and research institutes around the world. He hired many young researchers, 
and gave them whatever space they needed to develop innovative ideas. He raised 

substantial resources from donors around the world to make all this possible. The 

programme led up to the World Employment Conference in 1976, for which he was the 

chief organizer, where the ILO’s worker, employer and government members endorsed the 

goal of meeting basic needs for all. 
 



Big Louis did not suffer fools gladly, and he didn’t hesitate to ride roughshod over vested 

interests and petty bureaucracy. To do that he had to protect the WEP within the ILO: “I 
built a fortress” he said in an interview that can be found in the ILO’s oral history records. 
That didn’t always make him friends, but with his strong personality and commitment to 

development goals he inspired and led those who worked in the programme, such that on 

the 50th anniversary of the launch of the WEP in June 2019 there was a substantial 
gathering of former WEP participants and others to celebrate its achievements, and to 

honour him for what he had done.  
 

He resigned from the ILO and returned to the Netherlands in 1976 to become Rector of the 

Institute for Social Studies (ISS) in The Hague for the next decade. During this period he 

was a constant presence in international debates on development, serving among other 
posts as President of the European Association of Development Research and Training 

Institutes, where he was a driving force in its expansion. He was appointed President of the 

Development Centre of the OECD in 1985, and then adviser to the President of the Inter-
American Development Bank in 1992. After the turn of the century he worked as co-

director of a project which prepared an intellectual history of the UN’s economic and social 
contributions – in which he himself had played a significant part.  
 

He studied at the University of Paris, from where he received his Ph.D in the Economics of 
Education, at Columbia University, New York and at Johns Hopkins University, Bologna. 
During his career he published extensively on a range of development issues. 
 

He is survived by his wife Vera and his daughter Karina. 
 

As Sir Richard Jolly – another major figure of the international development community 

who frequently worked with Louis Emmerij, not least during the heydays of the WEP – said 

at his funeral, “Big Louis was unforgettable, a giant of a human being, a leader of people 

and for people. The world is a better place for his life and his achievements”. 
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