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Addressing the labour market impacts of 
refugees and other forcibly displaced people 
(GB.326/WP/SDG/1) 

1. The Director-General of the ILO welcomed Mr Peter Sutherland, UN Special Representative 

of the Secretary-General on Migration; Ambassador William Lacy Swing, Director-General 

of the International Organization for Migration (IOM); and Ms Carol Batchelor, Director of 

the Division of International Protection, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees (UNHCR). Their presence provided an opportunity to examine not only the 

ILO’s role addressing the labour market impacts of refugees and forced displacement, but 

also how it fitted with what others in the multilateral system were doing. System coherence 

and the interdependence of policy-making were critical factors. Better awareness of the role 

of good labour policies in integrating refugees and realizing their economic and social 

benefits would therefore enhance the quality of decision-making, promote better 

understanding and remove political obstacles to action in the face of human suffering. 

2. There had been millions of refugees in many parts of the world for decades, and a global 

challenge required global solutions. The international community was collectively 

responsible for responding to the challenge and must ask itself whether it was doing enough. 

The full weight of the crisis should not be borne by only a few countries, by accident of their 

geographical proximity. Policy responses must go beyond the provision of food and shelter 

and must help refugees and other forcibly displaced people access decent work, since work 

stood at the intersection of the humanitarian and development aspects of international aid. 

The international community must increase the pathways to decent work for refugees and 

all workers, based on a universal commitment to international labour standards. 
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3. A better understanding of the situations arising from the crisis in the Syrian Arab Republic 

and other regions was needed, since lessons from the field would play an important role in 

future dialogue, alongside strong partnerships in sending, receiving and transit countries. 

The ILO welcomed closer collaboration with member States, the UNHCR, the IOM and 

other agencies working in that area. The review of the ILO’s Memorandum of Understanding 

with the UNHCR would strengthen the two agencies’ collaborative work. Closer cooperation 

between the Global Migration Group and the Global Forum on Migration and Development 

would be marked by a side event at the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul. The 

UN high-level plenary meeting on addressing large movements of refugees and migrants in 

September 2016 would serve as a reference point for everyone’s efforts. The Governing 

Body’s discussion was crucial in charting the future course for the ILO. 

4. The Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Migration said that the world faced 

an unprecedented generational crisis. The international community’s first responsibility was 

to recognize its own failure and that of governments, employers, trade unions and the UN 

system to craft responses to a crisis that threatened, and had already taken, many lives. The 

situation presented a challenge for all countries. In the European context, Germany, Sweden 

and the European Commission had provided leadership, while other countries – including 

many represented on the Governing Body – had turned their backs on the challenge and 

given succour to xenophobia and racism expressed politically all over Europe. Europe 

demonstrated the problem of associating proximity with responsibility; the neighbours of 

countries in crisis, such as Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon, should not have to carry a 

disproportionate burden for a global issue. Almost half a million people had perished in the 

Syrian Arab Republic and the rest who had fled were clearly refugees, who needed 

sanctuary. Of all asylum seekers reaching Europe’s shores, 36 per cent were children, who 

were dying and freezing as barricades were built through the Balkans. The failure to share 

responsibility was unacceptable. 

5. Politicians closed their eyes to the tragedies or, worse, stirred up anti-immigration feeling. 

Not just governments but trade unions and employers – as the domestic lobby – should 

contest that sentiment. If they did not, the growth of extremist xenophobic parties would 

devastate political systems. For too long, governments had wrongly prioritized safeguarding 

sovereignty over the universal values proclaimed after the Second World War. That was 

most evident in countries’ failure to adopt and implement agreed international conventions. 

However, on spurious grounds, sovereignty was thought to be more important than values. 

Employers and trade union groups had long expressed their agreement with the principles of 

the ILO and had a responsibility to lead. A new deal was required, alongside leadership that 

would take on those who challenged it. 

6. There were more than 60 million displaced people in the world, 20 million of whom were 

refugees. States needed to deliver on their commitments made at the Conference, including 

on resettlement and humanitarian admissions. Some political leaders were prepared, in 

principle, to accept refugees, but claimed that economic migrants had no rights and should 

be returned, despite the fact that many were vulnerable, including people whose lives were 

threatened and those fleeing natural disasters. It was important to fashion a system that 

allowed for humanitarian responses to major climatic issues in the future. For centuries, 

economic growth had been created by migrants. Immigration was not contrary to self-

interest: all employees – migrant and local – contributed to society. 

7. Statements made at the upcoming pledging conference on the Syrian refugee crisis must do 

more than pay lip service to the issue. The world needed to deliver, including by standing 

up to the siren voices that were gaining political momentum in Europe and elsewhere. He 

asked why OECD countries did not always apply the values they proclaimed; why countries 

such as Greece were being turned into vast labour camps; why problems were constantly 

shifted onto others; why 540 million Europeans on the wealthiest continent would not take 
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in and share 1 million refugees per year; and why the rest of the world was failing to share 

responsibility. Part of the answer was that the political systems, which included employers 

and trade unions, had failed to deliver. The ten European countries with the biggest 

demographic deficits included many of those that were most negative about migration. 

Employers and trade unions alike should be opposed to policies that were contrary to the 

national interest, even without the humanitarian imperative. The responsibility for opposing 

such policies lay with the elected officials in the Governing Body. 

8. The forthcoming international conferences should define and develop an international 

system that would guide the world into the future and determine whether it could meet the 

challenge it faced. Real action was needed, as was the sharing of responsibility, cooperation 

and an acceptance that sovereignty was not an absolute right, but must stand alongside a 

responsibility to the values that created the ILO. 

9. The Director-General of the IOM, picking up on the statement made by the Special 

Representative of the Secretary-General on Migration under the rubric of what the Director-

General called “a perfect storm”, said that in an era of unprecedented human mobility, the 

world population had quadrupled. That reality, combined with a complex, protracted 

economic crisis and various humanitarian emergencies, had produced the largest number of 

forced migrants since the Second World War. However, aside from negotiations on the 

Syrian crisis, there were no political processes under way that offered hope of short- to 

medium-term solutions to the various crises and humanitarian emergencies. A dearth of 

political leadership and a serious erosion of international moral authority was visible in the 

functioning of some institutions, including those in New York. As a result peoples’ 

confidence in governments’ ability to manage migration flows had declined. 

10. Anti-migrant sentiment, policies and public discourse were poisonous and contrary to the 

overwhelmingly positive history of migration; most countries had been built on the backs of 

migrants. Migrant flows were inevitable, due to demographic deficits, disasters and other 

forces, including the digital revolution. They were also necessary for economies to flourish, 

and should be viewed as a reality that needed to be managed, rather than as a problem. Most 

societies could expect to become more multicultural, multi-ethnic and multireligious, and 

societies with migrant-friendly policies were likely to perform better economically than 

those with anti-migrant policies. 

11. With regard to concern about the economic consequences of migration, only 10 per cent of 

displaced Syrians had travelled to Europe, while Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey hosted and 

provided resources for millions of refugees. Careful planning could help those governments 

with that burden. The challenge facing Europe was to link the humanitarian needs of 

1 million migrants with its own demographic deficit and labour needs at all skill levels. 

Governments, trade unions and the private sector should all help, since migration would be 

one key to ensuring that economies in ageing parts of the world thrived. 

12. The Director-General had also addressed the issue of how to best integrate migrants and 

refugees into the labour market. If job availability, language learning and the receptivity of 

communities were ignored, integration would fail. Jobs allowed migrants to support 

themselves, contribute to the host country and maintain and acquire skills, and gave them a 

sense of dignity and community, particularly though trade union membership. Integration 

must be grounded in human rights, labour law and equal treatment for all workers and should 

be based on a comprehensive approach to managing migration. Partnerships between the 

ILO, trade unions, the private sector, civil society and refugees were of critical importance. 

The failure of migrants to find work increased States’ costs and deprived them of migrants’ 

valuable contribution. A common, comprehensive and long-term EU integration and asylum 

policy would facilitate the labour market integration of refugees and migrants. Forced 

migration flows were challenging but entirely manageable. 
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13. The Director of the Division of International Protection, UNHCR said that refugees and 

internally displaced and stateless people had the same capacities, needs, rights and 

responsibilities as everybody else. Safe and dignified work that allowed self-reliance could 

constitute a pathway to a comprehensive and durable solution. However, millions of refugees 

faced legal barriers to working. Less than half of host countries formally granted them rights 

to work, including social and economic rights. Refugees were therefore at increased risk of 

exploitation and, since they could not return to their countries of origin, their choices and 

options were limited. Time out of the labour force encouraged dependency, blunted skills 

and prevented knowledge and skill acquisition by the next generation. When denied the 

opportunity to be self-reliant, refugees resorted to work in the informal economy and 

exploitative industries and, sometimes, reliance on the earnings of children. 

14. The ILO and its tripartite constituents should play a key role in supporting the inclusion of 

refugees and internally displaced and stateless people in host country labour markets. Seven 

steps for action that should be considered were to: identify market needs and employment 

opportunities for refugees and host countries; ensure the participation of employers, trade 

unions, public authorities and others in adjustments and specific programming; consider how 

to achieve skills recognition for people without documents or certificates; include refugees 

and internally displaced and stateless people in occupational safety and health measures and 

systems designed to support representation by all groups; include refugees and displaced and 

stateless people in the shift from informal to formal markets; protect fundamental principles 

and rights at work, paying particular attention to those for whom speaking out carried greater 

risk; and conduct further studies on the impacts of refugees and other forcibly displaced 

people on the labour market. 

15. Lastly, she highlighted the link between jobs and livelihoods, protection and solutions, and 

peace and stability. Decades of experience had shown the link between refugees’ inability 

to work and develop skills – sometimes for years or generations – and an inability to rebuild 

their societies. When the moment arrived to allow refugees to return home in safety and 

dignity, what would they have to return to? Refugees empowered through access to the 

labour market, livelihoods and jobs could build peace and stability in their home or adopted 

countries, or third countries. The year 2016 presented an opportunity to drive change and 

ensure that, through access to labour markets and a dignified existence, refugees were able 

to contribute to the well-being and future of all. 

16. The Employer spokesperson said that the IOE had been working closely with the IOM to 

promote ethical recruitment and assist migrants in crisis zones. Following discussion at the 

325th Session (November 2015) of the Governing Body, the Employer spokesperson had 

noted growing confusion between the terms “refugees” and “migrants”. Irregular migrants 

were not seeking protection, although asylum procedures could be misused by migrants 

lacking regular migration channels and asylum seekers could resort to using human 

smuggling channels and thus be treated as irregular migrants. The international community 

had a strong refugee protection regime and it was therefore important to differentiate 

between refugees and migrants. The 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 

was a key legal instrument in defining who was a refugee, and their rights and States’ 

obligations. However, the refugee protection regime continued to be severely tested. 

Conflicts were spilling over into neighbouring countries, and security concerns had led to 

border closures and, sometimes, denial of asylum. Additionally, many host countries lacked 

adequate resources to accommodate refugees and displaced people. Women, children and 

the elderly were becoming increasingly vulnerable. 

17. Although not a relief agency like the UNHCR or the IOM, the ILO could play an important 

role in facilitating peace. All warring factions must be brought to the negotiating table. 

Reconstruction, social cohesion and economic resilience should be strengthened by 

increasing countries’ competitiveness and improving governance. The ILO publication Jobs 
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after war provided a clear roadmap, and its work on peace-building and resilience in fragile 

States provided further guidelines. The Employers supported paragraph 8 of the Governing 

Body paper, particularly on the need to join humanitarian and development efforts to tackle 

the problem at the source. Furthermore, efforts were needed to integrate the large numbers 

of refugees and other forcibly displaced persons, as was happening across borders in 

Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey and Jordan, into the labour market. The ILO could assist in 

identifying skills, supporting entrepreneurship and establishing lifelong learning schemes. 

Business investment could help to create employment opportunities. The ILO’s participation 

in recent conferences – such as the Syria Donors Conference in London, which had 

highlighted the importance of job creation for refugees and nationals alike – had been 

laudable, and the review of the ILO–UNHCR Memorandum of Understanding to enhance 

coordination for labour market and livelihood interventions for refugees was worthy of note. 

Lastly, national work within the United Nations Development Assistance Framework 

(UNDAF) should continue to enhance inter-agency cooperation and mainstream the ILO’s 

role in job creation. 

18. The Worker spokesperson said that in view of the likelihood that the increase in refugees and 

other displaced persons would continue, a joint response was urgently needed to tackle the 

impact of that increase both on the labour market and the humanitarian situation. The right 

to work and guarantee of equal treatment was essential for refugees and in response to the 

fears of the domestic workforce that wages and work conditions would be undercut. The 

ILO should play a leading role in addressing the labour market impacts and promoting decent 

work. It could also provide expertise to humanitarian organizations on social protection 

measures, which should be coordinated and funded at the international level to avoid 

unbalanced answers and too many different approaches. Measures should include 

employment support and skills training, action against discrimination, and promotion of the 

integration of refugees. Trade unions played an important role in defending the right to work 

and other civil and political rights while unifying workers. Business Europe and the 

European Trade Union Confederation had united in a joint statement committing to working 

with all stakeholders to design policies based on equality of opportunity and treatment for 

national and migrant workers. Refugees should have equal access to all social services, 

which required adequate resources and procedures for processing asylum applications. 

19. The ILO should call for decent work objectives to be incorporated more effectively into the 

global response to the crisis. Such an approach would be mutually beneficial, as costs of 

social services would be recovered within a few years and the economic benefits would 

continue to grow as refugees and other forcibly displaced people bridged skills gaps in an 

ageing Europe. Language and vocational training should be provided to match demand, and 

skills recognition programmes should be established. All constituents should work towards 

implementation of ILO core Conventions and towards the ratification and implementation 

of the Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97) and the Migrant 

Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention, 1975 (No. 143), in destination countries. 

Constituents should also work towards the implementation of the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), and the Employment (Transition from War to Peace) Recommendation, 1944 

(No. 71). The Workers’ group stood ready to assume its responsibility in promoting and 

supporting the effective integration of refugees and working towards long-term solutions 

that ensured decent work opportunities in both countries of origin and destination. Tripartite 

responses would be key in that regard. The high-level plenary meeting of the General 

Assembly of the UN in September 2016 would provide an opportunity to work on a common 

response. Furthermore, he urged the ILO to convene a high-level tripartite meeting of experts 

to provide guidance on short- and long-term responses to address the integration of refugees 

into the labour market. 

20. Speaking on behalf of the Africa group, a Government representative of Algeria noted that 

mass migration flows were not a new phenomenon in Africa, which hosted over 3 million 
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refugees or other forcibly displaced people. The complexity of the refugee crisis called for 

a comprehensive approach, particularly to ease the burden on developing countries, which 

hosted 57 per cent of all refugees. ILO support should be provided within the framework of 

its mandate to address the situations resulting from flows of refugees and forcibly displaced 

people. The distinct legal and institutional implications of the terms “migrant” and “refugee” 

meant that they should be distinguished from each other. He supported the ILO’s role in the 

promotion and protection of the rights of migrant workers, but recalled that refugees fell 

under the mandate of the UNHCR. The ILO should work in close collaboration with the 

UNHCR, without encroaching on its mandate. It should ensure that refugees had access to 

decent work and were not subject to discrimination, and mobilize resources for training to 

facilitate their integration into the labour market. Before sustainable solutions could be 

found, the root causes needed to be addressed, with greater attention to crisis prevention and 

resolution, and the conditions created to allow for the voluntary and safe return of refugees. 

Furthermore, international cooperation should be strengthened with the host countries, many 

of which already had high unemployment rates. 

21. Speaking on behalf of GRULAC, a Government representative of Mexico said that refugees 

and other forcibly displaced people contended with challenging situations in their host 

countries, particularly concerning inclusion into the world of work. At its 325th Session, the 

Governing Body had identified key areas for action to facilitate access to the labour market 

for forcibly displaced people in resettlement areas. He recalled that over 80 per cent of 

refugees and other forcibly displaced persons were hosted in developing countries, which 

shouldered the heaviest burden of the crisis without the necessary resources. Efforts should 

therefore be increased to provide financial and technical assistance to those countries. The 

Office’s emphasis on the humanitarian and development nexus of the overall response to the 

refugee crisis was welcome. He acknowledged ongoing ILO cooperation at the regional and 

local levels in providing specialized services and expertise to member States, but noted that 

it required adequate resource allocation. The active involvement of the ILO’s tripartite 

constituents was crucial in facilitating the integration of refugees in host countries. One 

example of good practice from the Latin America and the Caribbean region was Brazil’s 

Declaration and Plan of Action on refugees and displaced and stateless persons. The region’s 

governments had expressed their political will to address the situation in the context of 

regional solidarity and shared responsibility. 

22. Speaking on behalf of the EU and its Member States, the Deputy Head of the Permanent 

Delegation in Geneva said that Turkey, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Serbia, 

Albania and Georgia aligned themselves with the statement. The concerted efforts of many 

agencies were essential in the midst of the worst refugee crisis since the Second World War. 

The EU and its Member States were addressing the global refugee crisis at the highest 

political level. Almost 2.7 million persons, of whom 550,000 Syrians, had applied for asylum 

in Europe between 2011 and 2015. The EU was a leading humanitarian donor globally: it 

had mobilized over €8 billion for assistance to Syrians, had contributed over two-thirds of 

the €10 billion global pledge resulting from the Conference on Supporting Syria and the 

Region, and had committed to facilitating refugees’ access to education and labour markets 

in neighbouring host countries. The group shared the concerns regarding the impact of large 

numbers of refugees on the labour markets of hosting communities in countries already 

experiencing difficult economic conditions. The integration of refugee issues in the UNDAF 

was welcomed as a long-term development-oriented action. The ILO should provide host 

countries with guidance on policies for the integration of refugees into labour markets and 

their access to essential services, with a gender-oriented approach. Policies should be 

formulated in cooperation with relevant agencies to support States in combating trafficking 

in persons and preventing fatalities. Furthermore, the ILO had an important role in assisting 

countries with the formulation of evidence-based policies to strengthen the labour markets 

and address youth unemployment in host countries. The ILO’s work on employment and 

decent work for peace and resilience would provide an opportunity to enhance and 
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operationalize the ILO’s role, in particular with other UN agencies and international 

organizations. The international community should respond proactively to the refugee crisis 

in a spirit of shared responsibility and solidarity. 

23. Speaking on behalf of the Community of Portuguese-speaking Countries (CPLP), a 

Government representative of Mozambique expressed concern at the loss of life and the 

human rights violations committed in various conflicts from which people continued to flee. 

The nine countries of his group currently hosted 51,000 refugees. He recalled that the ILO 

Constitution stated that unrest arising from hardship and privation imperilled peace, and that 

universal and lasting peace could be established only if it was based upon social justice. As 

the key text providing for the equal treatment of refugees, the 1951 UN Convention relating 

to the Status of Refugees was a key instrument on the protection of refugees, under which 

States were bound to ensure their right to work on an equal basis. Nevertheless, practical 

challenges would be overcome only with the close cooperation of the various agencies 

involved. The Agenda remained one of the most powerful tools for promoting a world built 

on greater equality and social justice. 

24. A Government representative of Ghana commended the Governing Body for making the 

subject under discussion the topic of the high-level segment, since the most tragic aspect of 

the burgeoning global refugee crisis was the loss of human life. The influx of refugees also 

had repercussions on receiving States’ distressed labour markets; every displaced adult 

needed to work to support their family. Therefore, it was indeed vital to find a legal pathway 

to integrating refugees into local labour markets while protecting local workers’ interests. 

25. A Government representative of Zimbabwe said that strengthening cooperation within 

existing regional frameworks was the best way to address the labour market impact of the 

influx of refugees. Practical plans of action under the Migration Dialogue for Southern 

Africa had allotted distinctive roles to stakeholders in the region, such as the ILO, the IOM 

and the UNHCR, in keeping with their specific mandates. The Organization should partner 

efforts to reduce human trafficking, to prevent refugees from ending up as forced labour in 

unacceptable forms of work, and actively assist member countries to craft labour migration 

policies that balanced refugees’ needs for access to work with citizens’ labour market needs. 

Lastly, it could expand its role in initiatives to combat discrimination in the workplace. 

26. A Government representative of Ethiopia said that his country was hosting the fifth largest 

number of refugees in the world amidst alarmingly high unemployment levels. The 

international community should support countries hosting large number of refugees without 

adequate resources. When the Organization reviewed its Memorandum of Understanding 

with the UNHCR, Ethiopia encouraged the Office to promote sustainable reintegration in 

countries of origin through humanitarian assistance that looked beyond the initial 

repatriation process. Moreover, it should explore mechanisms that would enable the 

international community to share the burden of hosting large numbers of refugees and 

thereby lessen their impact on host countries’ labour markets, and that took account of their 

international obligations and national priorities. 

27. A Government representative of Burkina Faso said that his country would do its utmost to 

protect refugees and displaced people. It had already absorbed a massive influx of refugees 

fleeing crises in various West African countries, but lacked the resources to meet their needs. 

It therefore supported the ILO’s efforts to find a global, multilateral solution for the plight 

of refugees and displaced people worldwide. 

28. A Government representative of Kenya said that closer inter-agency cooperation would help 

countries to meet the serious challenge of managing the influx of refugees. The Decent Work 

Agenda was an important framework to add value in that context. The paper under 

consideration, however, paid scant attention to security considerations. In response to the 



GB.326/HL/PV/Draft 

 

8 GB326-HL_PV-Draft_[MIGRA-160318-2]-En.docx  

involvement of some refugees in terrorism and organized crimes, her Government had 

introduced legislation, out of security concerns, to ensure that criminals were separated from 

genuine refugees. It remained committed to protecting refugees’ rights through resettlement 

and conditional access to the labour market, and looked forward to the active participation 

of regional economic bodies in the development, financing and implementation of 

frameworks enabling such action to be taken. 

29. A Government representative of the United Republic of Tanzania commended the Office for 

its constructive engagement with other UN agencies in efforts to help refugees and forcibly 

displaced people find decent work. People became migrants or refugees only for pressing 

reasons. Migrants generally moved for religious or economic reasons, while refugees did so 

for political reasons. Over the years, her country had fulfilled its obligations under the 1951 

Convention relating to the Status of Refugees by housing refugees and other displaced 

people from neighbouring countries and had recently granted Tanzanian citizenship to some 

160,000 Burundian refugees. 

30. A Government representative of Turkey said that the Syrian refugee crisis had evolved from 

a humanitarian tragedy to an integration issue with social, economic, financial and 

demographic consequences for both refugees and host communities. The downward pressure 

on wages stemming from the influx of working-age refugees was changing local labour 

market dynamics. Under the new regulation referred to in paragraph 14 of the paper under 

discussion, Syrians with temporary protection status could be granted work permits which 

gave them access to the labour market without any sectoral restrictions, the same social 

security rights and obligations as Turkish nationals and entitled them to the national 

minimum wage. Turkey had spent US$10 billion on meeting the needs of Syrians, as against 

the US$462 million contributed by the international community. Greater efforts were needed 

to increase cooperation and share the burden of dealing with the refugee crisis. In that 

connection, the agreement between Turkey and the EU would help eliminate the loss of 

human life by creating legal paths for mobility. 

31. A Government representative of Jordan said that the Syrian refugee crisis had placed severe 

strain on her country’s economy, host communities, fiscal position and public services. 

Despite assistance from the international community, donor funding pledges fell far short of 

the required amounts and Jordan had reached its limits. It would help refugees, but not at the 

expense of its citizens’ welfare. At the Syria Donors Conference, Jordan had proposed a 

sustainable solution built around three pillars, namely: development that attracted new 

investment and opened up the EU market; grants ensuring adequate financing of the Jordan 

Response Plan for the Syria Crisis 2016-2018; and support for the macroeconomic 

framework that addressed Jordan’s needs over the coming three years. Job creation for 

refugees should not be at the expense of the national workforce; the ILO should aim to create 

jobs for host country nationals. Such projects should be financed from new sources, not from 

already committed funds and should focus on the needs of both host communities and 

refugees. Job opportunities for refugees in Jordan would depend on the volume of financial 

assistance from donor countries for refugee employment projects, and must be in line with 

national labour law. It was essential to avoid overlapping and duplication in the response of 

UN organizations to the situation. 

32. A Government representative of Germany said that her Government’s approach focused on 

decent work and social protection, since those were the keys to integration. Refugees with 

good prospects of being allowed to remain were offered access to the labour market as 

quickly as possible by being interviewed almost immediately by job centre staff at reception 

centres. Recognition of vocational qualifications was regarded as very important, and 

teaching German and imparting job-related language skills played a central role. Integration 

could succeed only with the partnership of the social partners and civil society. No one 

should be left behind; no effort would therefore be spared to help refugees who had already 
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lived in the country for some time and needed support because they had difficulty in finding 

a job. 

33. A Government representative of India said that a line needed to be drawn to distinguish 

between refugees and migrants, as the context of both groups differed. The current refugee 

crisis should be analysed in order to determine its labour market implications in the short, 

medium and long term and to shed light on the links between political, humanitarian and 

development measures. The ILO should tread cautiously and not establish national 

obligations. Pending wider national consultations on the activities proposed by the ILO, his 

Government reiterated its commitment to the universal values underpinning its constant 

endeavours to treat migrants with dignity and respect. 

34. A Government representative of Bulgaria said that in 2015, over 20,000 people had sought 

international protection in his country; in January 2016, almost 2,000 had done so. Although 

most often used as a transit country, efforts were made to integrate applicants who wished 

to remain in Bulgaria by giving them the same access to labour mediation services as 

nationals and offering them language classes and vocational training to improve their 

employability, as well as a traineeship allowance and free transport. Employers received a 

six-month grant covering the minimum wage and social security contributions of such 

asylum seekers. It was essential to strengthen the link between humanitarian action and 

development cooperation between institutions and agencies at the national and international 

level, principally the UNHCR, the IOM and the ILO. 

35. A Government representative of France said that her country would take in over 

30,000 refugees under European emergency relocation programmes. The French 

Government shared the Organization’s concerns with regard to the impact of the Syrian 

refugee crisis on neighbouring countries (namely Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey) and was 

joining its European partners in providing support for them. However, long-term action and 

a concerted vision of how to tackle the crisis were needed. The ILO could play a crucial role 

in that connection by providing guidance on how best to integrate refugees into the formal 

labour market and guarantee them decent work, since their integration into their host 

country’s society depended on their access to the labour market. France was in favour of a 

more closely coordinated response by the ILO, the UNHCR and the IOM, which took 

account of the different situations in host countries. 

36. A Government representative of the Islamic Republic of Iran said that, although international 

assistance was insufficient, his country had hosted a large refugee population and provided 

them with the necessary resources for decades. He urged the Organization to work with other 

international organizations to address the specific needs generated by the current refugee 

crisis by designing a specific programme focusing on education, training and skills 

development. His country stood ready to share its experience in that respect. 

37. A Government representative of Argentina said that in his country refugees and asylum 

seekers were protected by national legislation based on the standards and principles of 

international human rights law and the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 

and the 1967 Protocol thereto. Under the Constitution they enjoyed the same civil rights as 

citizens, including the right to work. 

38. A Government representative of the Russian Federation said that since June 2014, Ukrainian 

citizens and stateless persons had been forced by the armed conflict to flee to the Russian 

Federation in search of welfare and accommodation. Centres had been set up in the areas 

where they had temporarily settled to provide them with information about job vacancies 

and employment conditions. As of September 2014, over 56,000 Ukrainians were housed in 

temporary shelters and more than 332,000 were staying with Russian families. Steps had 

been taken to relocate Ukrainian citizens throughout the Russian Federation and the 
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employment services in all regions were engaged in a drive to identify suitable job 

opportunities for Ukrainian jobseekers suited to their qualifications and experience. The 

UNHCR had found that the reception of Ukrainian refugees complied with the highest 

international standards. His Government concurred with the Director-General of the ILO 

about the role which the Organization could play in integrating refugees into the labour 

market. 

39. A Government representative of the United Kingdom said that the efforts of governments of 

the countries bordering Syria to host large number of refugees must be supported while 

humanitarian assistance was also required to help improve the situation of millions inside 

that country. His Government was grateful that the Director-General of the ILO had attended 

the Syria Donors Conference, since the Organization’s mandate to promote decent work 

gave it a clear role in supporting the international response to the crisis. Working closely 

with other organizations and agencies, it should help host countries, especially those 

mentioned in paragraph 10 of the paper, to build resilient labour markets and provide 

guidance on policies to facilitate effective labour market integration and create decent work 

opportunities for refugees, pending their ultimate return to Syria. The agreement between 

the EU and Turkey was a good example of how European institutions and Geneva-based 

agencies could help to preserve the long-standing protections enshrined in international law. 

40. A Government representative of the United States said that the unprecedented scale of the 

refugee crisis required a collective response from a number of international organizations. 

Although the ILO was not a humanitarian assistance agency, it could play a leading role in 

helping receiving countries to foster employment opportunities and social protection with its 

Decent Work Agenda. It could promote skills recognition matching and training, assist in 

protecting fundamental rights at work and promote sustainable enterprises. It was also 

uniquely poised to bring the social partners and governments together in an effort to mitigate 

the impact of the crisis on labour markets and workers. 

41. A Government representative of Italy said that refugees were particularly vulnerable 

migrants and required a targeted policy response. Their psychological distress made it 

difficult for them to enter the labour market, yet employment was the key to integration in 

the host society. Participation in work ensured their effective enjoyment of rights and 

allowed them to contribute actively to society. Therefore, Italy allowed asylum seekers to 

work two months after they had applied for international protection, rather than six months. 

A pilot project called INSIDE assessed the competence of asylum seekers and refugees with 

protection status and provided about 700 six-month traineeships to actively promote their 

integration into the labour market. 

42. A Government representative of Cuba said that millions of refugees were suffering from 

deplorable reception conditions, including a dearth of work opportunities. The full 

implementation of the right to development called for political determination on the part of 

all governments, especially those of the industrialized countries which bore an historic 

responsibility for the underdevelopment and poverty of the countries in the South. A solution 

to such dramatic humanitarian situations could only be found by tackling their root causes. 

43. A Government representative of Norway endorsed the view that jobs were one key to the 

integration of refugees into host communities. Access to education and vocational training 

played an important role in helping refugees find work. Norway gave priority to giving 

children and young people affected by conflict and natural disasters access to schooling and 

training. He asked panel members what they considered to be the main challenges to 

cooperation between the respective international agencies in order to improve refugees’ 

access to labour markets. In addition, he asked how the ILO could best utilize its knowledge 

and resources to improve the international response to the refugee crisis, and how it could 
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better disseminate its experience and advertise its potential contribution to resolving the 

crisis. 

44. A Government representative of Uruguay said that finding an answer to the current 

international humanitarian crisis and the forced displacement of millions of people fleeing 

violence required a concerted international effort, including from the multilateral 

organizations. The ILO’s experience in the fields of analysis and cooperation meant that it 

had a fundamental role to play in finding sustainable responses to massive migratory flows 

which exacerbated the risk of human rights violations, trafficking and child labour. Since 

the adoption of a law on the rights of refugees in 2006, Uruguay had obtained good results 

with programmes to promote the educational, social and cultural integration of refugees who 

had settled in the country. It had introduced a specific resettlement programme for Syrian 

children and families in 2014. 

45. A Government representative of Colombia said it was essential to develop a common, 

coherent and appropriate response to protect, resettle and integrate refugees and other 

forcibly displaced people. Synergy was needed between humanitarian action and efforts to 

support the development of affected communities. The ILO had a crucial role to play in the 

temporary or definitive integration of migrants and refugees. It should continue to promote 

anti-discriminatory practices, particularly concerning women, and respect for human rights 

and workers, share successful experiences and record progress and setbacks. Systematic 

efforts were needed to ensure that training provided to refugees was relevant to the labour 

market and took into account the circumstances of each country and region. 

46. A Government representative of Australia said that mass migration should be managed more 

effectively to avoid undermining and overwhelming international protection. The ILO was 

well placed to work with its constituents and other UN agencies to respond to the refugee 

issue, by: providing technical expertise, assistance and advice; sharing research and data; 

offering solutions to labour barriers; and providing labour market forecasts. It could also use 

its tripartite structure and long-standing partnerships with its constituents to develop 

innovative approaches to help displaced people find employment and return to self-reliance. 

Improved multilateral coordination was needed, as was closer collaboration between the 

ILO, the IOM and the UNHCR, within their respective mandates. 

47. A Government representative of Pakistan, referring to the refugee situation in her country, 

said that while the assistance from relevant agencies and the burden-sharing by the 

international community were appreciated they remained inadequate and no additional 

burden could be sustained. The best solution for refugees was their voluntary return to and 

sustainable reintegration into their country of origin, where they could contribute to the 

transition from war to peace. The terms “migrant” and “refugee” were defined under the 

United Nations International Convention on and the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 

Workers and Members of Their Families, and must not be confused. The ILO should 

continue working to promote fair and effective migration policies and to ensure migrant 

workers’ rights. Governments gave top priority to the provision of employment for their 

nationals. Greater investment in durable solutions was needed to deal with the refugee crisis 

effectively. The ILO should step up its engagement in countries of origin with a view to 

supporting returnees and explore mechanisms for developed countries to share the burden 

of host countries. 

48. A Government representative of Thailand said that a distinction between the needs of 

refugees, displaced people and migrants should be identified. Immediate action should focus 

on analysis of labour demand and supply, in terms of both quality and quantity, and on how 

to integrate refugees and other forcibly displaced people into host country labour markets 

and protect particularly vulnerable groups. Decent work deficits and post-conflict situations 

must be addressed. The ILO should strengthen its cooperation with the UNHCR and other 
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relevant international organizations. A broad-based understanding of the challenges and 

means of enhancing cooperation on a global policy should be promoted, as that would benefit 

not only countries and societies but also human dignity. 

49. A Government representative of Indonesia said that an inclusive development policy was 

required when addressing multidimensional refugee issues. Strengthening international 

cooperation through burden-sharing and shared responsibility was key to tackling the 

refugee and migration crisis. The ILO should further strengthen its work with its 

constituents, its partnership with the UNHCR, the IOM and other UN agencies, and with 

affected countries. 

50. A Government representative of Brazil highlighted the work done by her country to host and 

provide assistance for refugees, including the fine-tuning of a refugee policy to include the 

social partners. 

51. A Government representative of Mexico said that the relevant actors must coordinate their 

efforts and make appropriate use of the tools available to examine flows of refugees and 

other forcibly displaced people. The inclusion of a high-level segment on international 

migration was welcome, particularly in light of the racism, xenophobia and intolerance being 

expressed in some quarters. The ILO should consider the role of the UNHCR and the IOM 

when developing policies, programmes and actions on migrant workers, as part of its 

response to their impact on the labour market. It should also continue to participate actively 

in meetings on the refugee crisis, and take proactive steps to limit the repercussions of 

refugee and migrant flows on the labour market. 

52. A Government representative of Guatemala agreed that action should be taken by all three 

constituents to create decent work for all. The refugee crisis was as much an economic, 

labour and social issue as it was a problem of indifference. Such indifference needed to end. 

53. A representative of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) congratulated 

governments which had embraced labour policies recognizing refugees as economic actors 

rather than burdens and were working with employers and workers to harness their economic 

potential. Such labour market policies benefited both refugees and their hosts. The UNDP 

resilience-based approach put job creation at the centre. That focus, combined with other 

initiatives, would help leverage human and development capacities in keeping with the 

commitments undertaken at the World Humanitarian Summit. The UNDP was willing to 

deepen its collaboration with the ILO. 

54. A representative of the World Bank detailed a number of initiatives that it had undertaken 

with the Lebanese and Jordanian Governments in response to the humanitarian and 

development crisis in those two countries, including the development of a temporary 

employment programme in Lebanon and the establishment of a special economic zone in 

Jordan. She also highlighted a multi-sector pilot with the Department for International 

Development and the ILO to implement, evaluate and potentially scale-up subsidized 

temporary employment programmes in Lebanon. 

55. A representative of the European Public Law Organization said that the refusal by 

politicians, trade unionists and employers to acknowledge migrants and refugees resulted in 

barriers to entry. In response to points raised by the Special Representative of the Secretary-

General on Migration and the Director-General of the IOM, he asked whether refugees and 

migrants would be easily integrated into European labour markets if such barriers were 

removed and labour markets worked well. 

56. The Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Migration expressed 

disappointment that few questions had been asked and that most statements had been 
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defensive of individual country positions. Before the end of 2016, there was a window of 

opportunity for leadership to bring about substantial changes in the system and for 

multilateral organizations to demonstrate their commitment to the processes of change and 

development; if they were merely talking shops, they would achieve nothing. He expressed 

the hope that at the high-level plenary meeting of the UN General Assembly on addressing 

large movements of refugees and migrants on 19 September 2016, deliverables would be 

part of the conclusions, not just words. 

57. While closer cooperation at the multilateral level was required, the main challenge to this 

was posed by multilateral organizations attending meetings primarily to maintain their own 

prerogatives. Cooperation was needed if greater leadership were to be provided at the United 

Nations level; it should be possible to deliver in that regard. The ILO could best display its 

expertise if its members fulfilled their commitments at the national level to protect ILO 

values. However, they were not doing so. For example, many States had signed the Domestic 

Workers Convention, 2011, (No. 189), but only 22 had ratified it. States should accept 

responsibility for the instruments that they signed, and should ratify and implement them, as 

should the social partners. Trade unions and employers, in particular, must live up to the 

values that they publicly proclaimed. They should also expand their capacity to host 

refugees, rather than simply discussing resettlement and then refusing to take anyone. 

58. The Director-General of the IOM said that in order to weather the storm, public perceptions 

of migrants and refugees needed to change. A poisonous discourse had unfairly conflated 

refugees and migrants with terrorism in the public mind. It was in the national interest to 

have healthy migrants and well-educated migrant children and therefore to receive them 

warmly and give them the opportunity to integrate. It was also important to learn to manage 

diversity, if countries were to achieve the economic and social conditions that they wanted. 

Countries were currently short-changing themselves and creating problems where there 

could be opportunities. Policies must be changed, as the issue could not be solved through 

short-term measures that focused primarily on security and pushing people back. 

59. To make such changes, countries must reverse their “refugee amnesia”, overcome systemic 

blockages and make major psychological adjustments. As more member States became 

official refugee resettlement countries with respectable annual quotas and all countries 

developed more comprehensive, common migration and asylum policies, success would be 

achieved over time. 

60. The Director of the Division of International Protection, UNHCR noted that insufficient 

emphasis had been placed on the examination of root causes. People could not return home 

and restore peace and stability if they could not make a decent living for themselves and 

their families in exile; they would not have anything to take back home with them. 

Addressing that issue represented a short- and long-term investment in peace, security and 

stability. The ILO should promote itself as the expert and a respected authority. It should 

share its expertise, develop confidence-building measures and base its discourse on solid 

factual evidence on refugees and labour migration, including by engaging with refugees 

themselves to understand their skill sets, hopes, dreams and aspirations. 

61. The Director-General of the ILO reiterated the main points raised during the debate, namely: 

that the crisis, referred to by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on 

Migration as “a generational crisis” and by the Director-General of the IOM as “the perfect 

storm”, was unprecedented; that there had been a collective failure to respond based on 

shared values and from an operational perspective; that access to decent work would have 

to be a key component of a collective response to the crisis; and that the international 

community had failed to take advantage of the economic benefits of international migration 

for reasons of fear, misconception and xenophobic attitudes. In order to ensure that nationals 

in the workforce were not disadvantaged by improved access to labour markets for refugees 
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and displaced people, the basic principle of equal treatment for all should be guaranteed. In 

turn, universal respect for fundamental principles and rights at work must be ensured to 

avoid the dangers of refugees and displaced people falling into the trap of exploitation, 

informality, trafficking or child labour. 

62. Concerning the state of ratification of Convention No. 189, he invited constituents to also 

reflect on the inadequately ratified Conventions Nos 97 and 143, which were due to be 

examined at the International Labour Conference in June 2016. The ILO’s global flagship 

programme on Jobs for Peace and Resilience had a key role to play in addressing issues 

related to the refugee and migration crisis at their source. The ILO needed its constituents’ 

help to make further progress in providing technical cooperation to receiving countries. All 

governments, employers’ and workers’ organizations shared the responsibility of promoting 

labour market access. He expressed the hope that the ILO would make the fullest possible 

contribution to ensuring the success of the major discussions to be held on the issue of 

refugees and migrants in 2016, including the high-level plenary meeting of the UN General 

Assembly. He agreed with the workers’ proposal to hold a tripartite or high-level meeting to 

take the ideas and general principles that had been discussed into much more practical 

channels; such a meeting should be held quickly in order for it to be effective. 


