
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Background Guide for the  
INTERNATIONAL LABOUR ORGANIZATION 

(ILO) 

Northwest Model United Nations - Seattle| November 22-24, 2019 | Seattle, Washington, USA 

 

The Premier Model United Nations Conference in the Pacific Northwest 



 

2 

Contents 

The International Labour Organization at NWMUN-Seattle 2019 ............................................................................................ 5 

Briefings ............................................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Mandate ............................................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Selected Functions & Powers ............................................................................................................................................. 5 

Outcome Documents .......................................................................................................................................................... 5 

Rules of Procedure ............................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Members of the International Labour Organization at NWMUN-Seattle 2019 ................................................................. 5 

Committee Overview ...................................................................................................................................................................... 6 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................................................................ 6 

Structure, Membership and Governance ............................................................................................................................ 6 

History ............................................................................................................................................................................... 8 

Mandate ............................................................................................................................................................................. 8 

Recent Developments ........................................................................................................................................................ 9 

I. Greening with Jobs.................................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................................................... 11 

International Framework .................................................................................................................................................. 11 

Sustainable Development Goals .................................................................................................................................. 12 

Role of the International Labour Organization and the International Community ........................................................... 13 

Key Issues ........................................................................................................................................................................ 14 

Environmental Degradation ......................................................................................................................................... 14 

Just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies .................................................................................. 15 

Reduction of inequalities ............................................................................................................................................. 17 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................................................... 18 

II. Protecting and Ensuring the Economic and Social Rights of Migrant Domestic Workers ............................................... 19 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................................................... 19 

International Framework .................................................................................................................................................. 19 

Role of the International Labour Organization and the International System .................................................................. 20 

Key Issues ........................................................................................................................................................................ 21 

Migrant Domestic Workers in an Irregular Situation ................................................................................................... 21 

Women migrant domestic workers .............................................................................................................................. 22 

Access to Justice for Migrant Domestic Workers ........................................................................................................ 23 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................................................... 24 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................................................................................. 25 

Committee Overview ....................................................................................................................................................... 25 

Key Documents............................................................................................................................................................ 25 

United Nations Documents .......................................................................................................................................... 25 

Other Sources ............................................................................................................................................................... 27 

I. Greening with Jobs ....................................................................................................................................................... 27 



 

3 

Key Documents............................................................................................................................................................ 27 

United Nations Documents .......................................................................................................................................... 27 

Other Sources ............................................................................................................................................................... 31 

II. Protecting and Ensuring the Economic and Social Rights of Migrant Domestic Workers .......................................... 31 

Key Documents............................................................................................................................................................ 31 

United Nations Documents .......................................................................................................................................... 32 

Other Sources ............................................................................................................................................................... 33 

 

Cover: Crozet / Pouteau 

  



 

4 

Table of Abbreviations 

CMW Committee on Migrant Workers 

GAIN Green Jobs Assessment Institutions Network 

GDP Gross domestic product 

GGKP Green Growth Knowledge Platform 

GHG Greenhouse gas 

ICECSR International Covenant on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights 

ILC International Labour Conference 

ILO International Labour Organization 

NGO Non-governmental organizations 

OHCHR Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

PAGE Partnership for Action on Green Economy 

SDG Sustainable development goals 

UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund 

UNITAR United Nations Institute for Training and Research 

  



 

5 

The International Labour Organization at NWMUN-Seattle 2019 

The NWMUN-Seattle Secretariat strives each year to create an accurate simulation for our delegates. We have 

developed additional ways for delegates to interact within the simulation, including enabling delegates to take 

multiple forms of action on an issue, including but not limited to adopting resolutions. This section aims to provide 

additional, specific information for the International Labour Organization (ILO)’s International Labour Conference 

at NWMUN-Seattle 2019. 

Briefings 

While discussing a topic, ILO delegates are able to receive briefings from representatives of relevant member states 

or UN subject matter experts. The specific thematic experts available will be announced on the NWMUN-Seattle 

website, as well as the beginning of the conference. 

Mandate 

The mandate of the International Labour Conference is to determine “the broad policies of the ILO […] the 

Conference establishes and adopts international labour standards and is a forum for discussion of key social and 

labour questions.” 

Selected Functions & Powers 

 Discuss international social and labor issues, including the intersection of labor issues and human rights, anti-

harassment, and other related issues. 

 Adopt international labor standards in the form of recommendations, which are non-binding guidelines. 

 Adopt international labor standards in the form of conventions (or protocols to existing conventions), which are 

“legally-binding international treaties that may be ratified by member states.” 

 Adopt declarations, which are statements of opinion of the ILC as a representative of the ILO as a whole, 

relating to issues in the world of work such as how labor will be affected by technology, climate change, and 

will interact with demographic shifts. 

 Approves the budget of the ILO. 

 Conducts elections to determine members of the Governing Body (the executive council of the ILO). 

Outcome Documents 

When taking action, the International Labour Conference may establish international labor standards. In doing so, 

they adopt resolutions in the form of either Conventions or Recommendation aimed at addressing a range of labor 

issues, including those related to workplace standards, harassment, remuneration, and human rights. Resolutions 

adopted by the ILC shall in their preambular portion indicate whether they are Conventions or Recommendations, 

and usually are a short main document with an annexed text that forms the document itself. Recommendations are 

not legally-binding, but are considered recommended to all ILO member states at the time of their adoption by the 

ILC. Conventions are legally-binding, and their adoption by the ILC opens them for signature, accession, and 

ratification; only at the time of accession or ratification by a state is a Convention legally-binding for that state. 

Rules of Procedure 

The ILO will use the standard NWMUN rules of procedure, available on our website.  

Members of the International Labour Organization at NWMUN-Seattle 2019 

The International Labour Conference is comprised of all Member States of the ILO, which includes all of the 

member states of the United Nations except Andorra, Bhutan, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 

Liechtenstein, Micronesia, Monaco, and Nauru. The ILO also includes the Cook Islands. The ILO membership will 

reflect the current membership of the ILO at the time of the conference, and should any prospective member achieve 

ILO membership prior to NWMUN-Seattle 2019, the GA Plenary at NWMUN-Seattle 2019 will include these new 

members with full membership and voting rights.  
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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

The International Labour Conference (ILC) is the annual 

conference of the International Labour Organization (ILO), which 

brings all 187 Member States of the ILO together to discuss key 

social and labor topics.1 The ILO is the only UN specialized agency 

that convenes states and develops universal labor standards and 

policies to ensure labor systems align with human rights.2  The ILC 

is unique among international bodies in that country delegations 

include not only “two government delegates, [but also] an 

employer delegate, a worker delegate, and their respective 

advisers.”3 This special structure ensures all parts of a country’s 

economic system can be an active partner in the ILO and are 

capable of implementing and shaping policies enabling training, 

education, and research activities.4 The ILO creates international 

labor standards in the form of “Conventions” or “Protocols,” which 

are treaties that states ratify and which are legally-binding, and 

“Recommendations,” which are non-binding guidelines.5  

Upon the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015, the ILO created the Decent Work 

Agenda, which highlights the importance of decent work in achieving the sustainable development goals (SDGs). 

The ILC plays a key role in advancing this agenda, by actions such as facilitating numerous dialogues that address 

gender equality, to creating inclusive workplace environments free from violence or harassment.6 This agenda is 

also the main driver behind significant ILO achievements such as 2019’s Violence and Harassment Convention.7 To 

achieve the SDGs and advance the Decent Work Agenda, the ILO placed significant focus on the future of work to 

transition towards a greener economy, champion gender equality, protect domestic migrant workers, and enhance 

work programs and policies to meet current employment trends.8 Globalization presents challenges to ILO’s 

collaborative structure, as it creates issues that cross borders but which need to be responded to be individual states 

with separate labor policies.9 Nevertheless, ILO remains an irreplaceable actor in promoting universal labor rights. 

Structure, Membership and Governance  

The ILO is a UN specialized agency, and as such it does not report to other UN entities about its policy making, 

conventions, resolutions, and documents.10 Structurally, the ILO is a tripartite system which reflects the importance 

of “cooperation between governments and employers’ and workers’ organizations in fostering economic and social 

progress.”11 This concept is reflected in the ILC delegation structure, which includes all three constituencies as part 

of each country’s representation. The ILO also approves non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to hold 

consultative status, which allows them to participate in the work of the ILO including meetings of the ILC.12  

                                                           
1 ILO, International Labour Conference. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/international-labour-

conference/lang--en/index.htm  
2 ILO, About the ILO. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/lang--en/index.htm  
3 ILO, About the ILC. https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm  
4 ILO, Mission and Impact of the ILO. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/mission-and-objectives/lang--en/index.htm  
5 ILO, Conventions and Recommendations. https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-

standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm 
6 ILO, Guy Ryder: Anticipating the Future of Work essential for advancing social justice, 2015. https://nwmun.link/31kHQNr  
7 ILO, New international labour standard to combat violence, harassment, at work agreed, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/media-centre/news/WCMS_711321/lang--en/index.htm  
8 ILO, Promoting Decent Work in a Green Economy, 2011. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40ed_emp/%40emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_152065.pdf  
9 Bronstein, International and comparative labour law Current challenges, 2009. 
10 ILO, ILO Constitution, 1946, art. 2. https://nwmun.link/31qjHW2  
11 ILO, How the ILO works. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/lang--en/index.htm 
12 ILO, About the ILC. https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm 

Delegates at NWMUN-Seattle 2019 will 
be simulating the International Labour 
Conference (ILC) which is a body of the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) 
comprised of all Member States.  

At NWMUN-Seattle 2019, delegates will 
adopt resolutions that are structured the 
same as resolutions adopted by the 
General Assembly. These resolutions, 
however, can be binding upon all ILO 
members. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/international-labour-conference/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/international-labour-conference/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/mission-and-objectives/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://nwmun.link/31kHQNr
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/media-centre/news/WCMS_711321/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40ed_emp/%40emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_152065.pdf
https://nwmun.link/31qjHW2
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm
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56 Titular 
Members 

66 Deputy 
Members 

Director-
General 

Delegation 

Government (2 delegates) 

Headquarters  
(Geneva, Switzerland) 

Field Offices  
(40 offices around the world) 

Employer (1 delegate) 

Worker (1 delegate) 
ILC elects 
members of the 
Governing Body 

Governing Body 
elects the 
Director-General 

The ILC is one of the three main bodies of the ILO, and it includes all ILO Member States and discusses key social 

and labor questions.13 It also works closely with the two other main bodies of the ILO: the Governing Body and the 

International Labour Office. 

The Governing Body is an executive council with a more limited membership which handles organizational policy, 

the ILO budget, and elects the Director-General of the ILC. The Governing Body also adopts programs and budget 

decisions adopted by the ILC and oversees the International Labour Office’s work in general.14 The Governing Body 

has 56 titular members with 28 government representatives, 14 employers, and 14 workers and 66 deputy members 

with 28 governments, 19 employers, and 19 workers.15 Titular members consist of permanent seats from states that 

are considered chief industrial importance by ILO while all other members are elected on a three-year term during 

the ILC.16 The employer and worker delegates are also elected in ILC and are evaluated based on their individual 

capacities. Overall, the Governing Body meets three times per year.17 

The Director-General is the chief executive of the organization and manages the International Labour Office, which 

is the Secretariat of the ILO.18 

 

 

 

The ILO also manages over 600 programs and sub-committees to ensure the compliance of its conventions. The ILO 

has six main supervisory bodies: Committee of Exports on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations; 

                                                           
13 ILO, ILO Constitution, 1946, art. 2. https://nwmun.link/31qjHW2  
14 Ibid., art. 13. 
15 ILO, About the Governing Body. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/governing-body/lang--en/index.htm  
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid.  

International Labour 
Conference (ILC)

Governing Body (Executive 
Council)

International Labour Office

10 Permanent Members 
(Brazil, China, France, 

Germany, India, Italy, Japan, 
Russia, UK, US) 

https://nwmun.link/31qjHW2
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/governing-body/lang--en/index.htm
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Conference Committee on the Application of Standards; Representation Committee; Complaints Committee; the 

Committee on Freedom of Association; and the Fact-Finding and Conciliation Commission on Freedom of 

Association.19 Each committee aims to provide guidelines and follow-up points for each Member State depending 

on the circumstance or complaint. For example, states submit triennial reports on their compliance with ILO 

standards to the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations, who reviews the 

reports and provides guidance on further implementation.20 

The ILC meets annually in Geneva, with its session including meetings of each of the supervisory bodies and of the 

Committee of the Whole, which adopts the ILC agenda.21 These agendas are determined according to the Director-

General’s annual reports on the state of the world of work. For example, the 2019 Director-General Report is called 

Work for a Brighter Future, which includes contents such as the role of universal social protection in building a 

stable and justifiable work environment for the future.22 Aside from the ILC and the Governing Body, the ILO 

publishes various analysis reports on the international state of labor for the public and for other relevant actors to use 

as references.23 

History  

The ILO was created under the Treaty of Versailles (1919), based on the belief that long-lasting, universal peace can 

only be achieved when universal social justice is accomplished; it was originally under the League of Nations.24 In 

October of that same year, the ILC held its first meeting in Washington, USA.25  

After the Second World War, the UN replaced the League of Nations and signed an agreement with ILO in 1946.26 

The agreement, known as the Protocol concerning the entry into force of the Agreement between the United Nations 

and the International Labour Organization, was approved by the ILC and the UN General Assembly to enable the 

ILO to become a UN specialized agency. This treaty was based on Article 57 of the Charter of the United Nations 

(1945), which stated that agencies that are created via inter-governmentally with various of international 

responsibilities shall have a relationship with the UN and be referred to as specialized agencies. The Economic and 

Social Council also began working with the ILO beginning in May 1946.27  

Mandate  

The mandate of the ILO along with ILC can be found in the ILO Constitution of December 1946.28 Under the ILO 

Constitution, the ILC has five main functions: 

 creating and passing international labor standards in either a Recommendation or Convention form; 

 supervising all conventions and recommendations’ application by means of examining the annual reports 

submitted by each Member State on the practice and progress of compliance; 

 examining ILO’s global report, which covers four fundamental labor aspects including the right to 

collective bargaining, eliminating forced labor, eliminating child labor, and eliminating discrimination in 

employment, and decide on follow-up procedures on this report; 

                                                           
19 ILO https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/applying-and-promoting-international-labour-standards/lang--en/index.htm  
20 Ibid. 
21 ILO, About the ILC. https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm 
22 ILO, Work for a Brighter Future, 2019. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---

cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_662410.pdf 
23 ILO, Flagship Reports. https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/lang--en/index.htm  
24 ILO, History of the ILO. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/lang--en/index.htm  
25 Ibid. 
26 UN & ILO, Protocol concerning the entry into force of the Agreement between the UN and the ILO, 1946. 

https://www.unsceb.org/CEBPublicFiles/ILO-En.pdf 

ILO, About the ILO-History. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/lang--en/index.htm 
27 UN & ILO, Protocol concerning the entry into force of the Agreement between the UN and the ILO, 1946. 

https://www.unsceb.org/CEBPublicFiles/ILO-En.pdf  
28 Ibid. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/applying-and-promoting-international-labour-standards/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_662410.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_662410.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.unsceb.org/CEBPublicFiles/ILO-En.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.unsceb.org/CEBPublicFiles/ILO-En.pdf


 

9 

 discussing items on the agenda decided by ILO’s Director-General on various important labor topics;  

 passing resolutions that include guidelines and recommendations on ILO’s future activities and policies. 29 

The ILC mainly creates or amends, applies, and promotes the International Labour Standards that are adopted by the 

ILC. An example is in 2018 when the ILC amended the Code of the Maritime Labour Convention (2006) to ensure 

the continuance of wages entitlements if a seafarer experiences piracy or armed robbery,30  

Aside from drafting and amending conventions, the ILC also ensures members’ compliance by taking actions such 

as technical assistance and training, as well as creating procedures and plans to survey Member States to check 

progress and understand the gaps with complying to ILO’s standards.31 An example is the ILO-Japan collaboration, 

which was created to assist the workers in Mindanao, Philippines in exercising their rights under all ILC 

conventions. Actions included reorganizing the community by means of hosting skill trainings and creating more 

jobs. Currently, this project benefits over 1,800 workers and 12,000 households economically by generating jobs and 

improving living conditions in a year.32  

The ILC partners with civil society organizations to pursue the ILO’s mandate. 33 The ILC engages with civil society 

organizations in two ways, the first of which is through its tripartite delegation structure.34 ILC also grants more than 

150 non-governmental organizations consultative status, including Amnesty International, the International Alliance 

of Women, and the Red Cross; these NGOs are required meet certain criteria, including collaborating in operations 

that are created from ILC’s recommendations, guidelines, and conventions, and creating alliance networks and 

programs.35 

Recent Developments  

The 2015 ILC session, building off of the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, resulted in several recommendations for the 

Decent Work Agenda, including reinforcing social labor protection in gender inequality issues.36 The session in 

2016 further urged ILO to “play a leadership role” in promoting decent work environments and opportunities in 

labor migration, which eventually led to the adoption of the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 

Migration in 2018.37 The ILC in 2017 urged all states to create sustainable enterprises and transition to a more 

environmentally sustainable economic structure with high accessibility to public services.38  

The most recent ILC session in 2019 involved numerous major agendas and decisions including the discussion of 

the report of the Global Commission on the Future of Work, which is entitled Work for a Brighter Future. 39 This 

theme seeks to address topics such as lifelong learning, gender equality, and the role of universal social protection in 

building a stable and justifiable work environment for the future.40 The Commission emphasized that these issues 

should be addressed through a human-centered perspective, which means focusing on empowering people not only 

to adapt to our current digital environment but also ensures everyone’s dignity and right to equal opportunity in the 

                                                           
29 Ibid. 
30 ILC, Amendments of the 2018 to the Code of the Maritime Labour Convention 2006. 2018. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_632462.pdf  
31 ILO, About the ILC. https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm 
32 ILO, A new ILO-Japan project to ensure water, jobs and peace in Mindanao, Philippines, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/manila/public/pr/WCMS_674935/lang--en/index.htm  
33 ILO, About the ILC. https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm 
34 Ibid. 
35 ILO, Relations with NGOs. https://www.ilo.org/pardev/partnerships/civil-society/ngos/lang--en/index.htm 

ILO, ILO Special List of NGOs. https://www.ilo.org/pardev/partnerships/civil-society/ngos/ilo-special-list-of-ngos/lang--en/index.htm 
36 ILO, Guy Ryder: Anticipating the Future of Work essential for advancing social justice, 2015. https://nwmun.link/31kHQNr  
37 ILO, Summary of the work of the committees of the 106th International Labour Conference, 2017. 

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/106/media-centre/news/WCMS_558744/lang--en/index.htm  
38 ILC, Recommendation concerning employment and decent work for peace and resilience, 2017. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_559852.pdf  
39 ILO, Conference Guide-108th Session of the International Labour Conference, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_709395.pdf  
40 ILO, Work for a Brighter Future, 2019. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---

cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_662410.pdf 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_632462.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/manila/public/pr/WCMS_674935/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/pardev/partnerships/civil-society/ngos/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/pardev/partnerships/civil-society/ngos/ilo-special-list-of-ngos/lang--en/index.htm
https://nwmun.link/31kHQNr
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/106/media-centre/news/WCMS_558744/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_559852.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_709395.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_662410.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_662410.pdf
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long term.41 Another important agenda item was violence and harassment in the world of work.42 As a result, the 

Violence and Harassment Convention and Violence and Harassment Recommendation were adopted at the ILC’s 

January 2019 session. These documents called for a universal definition of violence and harassment in work 

environments and emphasized the state’s responsibility to eliminate violence and harassment during any work.43  

The year 2019 marks ILO’s 100th year, and a centenary conference was held that placed a strong emphasis on 

adapting to economic changes.44 The international community is experiencing the most significant changes of the 

past 100 years, including technological innovation and uncertainties towards sustaining peace. The Director-General 

emphasized that the conference would focus on resolving the most urgent issues affecting people’s livelihoods and 

seek to follow-up in the long term.45 The ILO Governing Body proposed a discussion on social justice and the 

Decent Work Agenda.46 The result of this discussion was the Centennial Declaration (2019), which provided 

guidance on how to collaborate internationally on issues such as demographic shifts and climate change; reaffirmed 

ILO’s social justice mandate; and aimed to build upon the progress made by the international community in regard 

to labor issues.47 

  

                                                           
41 Ibid. 
42 ILO, Resolution to place on the agenda of the next ordinary session of the Conference an item entitled “Violence and harassment in 

the world of work”, 2018. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---

relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_633141.pdf  
43 ILC, New international labour standard to combat violence, harassment, at work agreed, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/media-centre/news/WCMS_711321/lang--en/index.htm 
44 ILC, ILO Director-General highlights the most profound, transformative changes in a century, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/media-centre/news/WCMS_709842/lang--en/index.htm 
45 Ibid. 
46 ILO, ILO Centenary outcome document, 2019. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---

relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_700622.pdf  
47 ILC, Five Questions about the ILO Centenary Declaration, 2019. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-

ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_712047/lang--en/index.htm  

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_633141.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_633141.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/media-centre/news/WCMS_711321/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/media-centre/news/WCMS_709842/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_700622.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_700622.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_712047/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_712047/lang--en/index.htm
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I. Greening with Jobs 

 “Whether we like it or not, production and consumption systems are crucial determinants of 

environmental sustainability, and the world of work is going to have to make unprecedented efforts 

to reconcile its future with that of the planet.” 

 – Guy Ryder, ILO Director-General 

Introduction  

It is expected that a transition to a greener economy will cause 6 million job losses, particularly in carbon and 

resource-intensive industries, and will also create 24 million new jobs.48 About half of the world’s workforce, or 

roughly 1.5 billion people, will be affected by the transition through job loss, displacement, reallocation, or 

training.49 “Green jobs” can be described as positions contributing to produce goods or provide services that support 

the preservation, enhancement, and restoration of the environment.50 Examples of green jobs include positions in 

recycling, clean transportation, renewable energy, and construction of environmentally-friendly buildings and 

structures.51  

In 2013, the ILC considered the topic of “Sustainable Development, Decent Work, and Green Jobs,” at its 102nd 

session.52 The report of the Director-General leading to this consideration led to many discussions surrounding the 

challenges, opportunities, and support that will be present with the greening of economies.53 The report guided the 

ILC to adopt a resolution concerning the relationship between sustainable development, decent work, and green 

jobs.54 A primary focus area when discussing green jobs is a just transition, which is the framework that addresses 

the fact there will be many who benefit and others who will be negatively impacted by the transition.55  

The Green Initiative, launched by the ILO in 2013, further serves as a framework to strengthen ILO’s commitment 

to the greening of jobs with outlined efforts to increase partnerships and advance research to better understand the 

challenges and opportunities of a green transition.56 ILO’s Green Jobs Programme continues to drive the green jobs 

agenda and actively engage with governments, employers, and workers to ensure the integration of social inclusion 

and decent work into a green economy approach.57 Despite the progress, challenges such as the impact to 

displacement and job loss, the just transition implementation, and the potential widening of the inequality gap 

remain.58 

International Framework  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) guarantees the right to work, social protection, and a work 

environment free of discrimination.59 The unique attention to the right to just and favorable remuneration must be 

considered when approaching the greening of jobs.60 The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR) (1976) affirms commitments towards the right to work and realization that the right includes 

                                                           
48 ILO, World Employment and Social Outlook 2018: Greening with Jobs, 2018. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_628654/lang--en/index.htm 
49 ILO, Working Towards Sustainable Development, 2018. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---

publ/documents/publication/wcms_181836.pdf  
50 ILO, What is a Green Job?, 2016. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/green-jobs/news/WCMS_220248/lang--en/index.htm  
51 Ibid.  
52 ILO, Sustainable Development, Decent Work, and Green Jobs. https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/102/on-the-

agenda/green-jobs/lang--en/index.htm  
53 ILO, Report of the Committee on Sustainable Development, Decent Work, and Green Jobs, 2013. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_216378.pdf  
54 Ibid.  
55 ILO, Frequently Asked Questions on Green Jobs. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/green-jobs/WCMS_214247_EN/lang--

en/index.htm#q_4  
56 ILO, The Green Initiative. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/centenary/WCMS_467270/lang--en/index.htm 
57 ILO, The Green Jobs Programme of the ILO. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---

emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_371396.pdf  
58 Ibid.  
59 UN, Universal Declaration of Human Rights. https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/  
60 Ibid.  
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policy, training, technical support and programmes to fulfill a productive employment and freedom to the 

individual.61 In order to achieve the freedom and liberty stated in the UDHR, the international community must 

consider the economic, social, and cultural rights as pillars to sustaining the freedom and rights of all.62 

The Paris Agreement (2015), adopted in 2015 by the states parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) (1992), serves as the foundation that guides environmental sustainability, action, and 

support towards a greener and climate-resilient economy.63 If its goals are achieved, the agreement can lead to more 

new jobs creation in economic sectors such as renewables-based electricity and agriculture.64 The agreement also 

requested that each state party communicate their strategy and actions to mitigate climate change through nationally 

determined contributions (NDCs).65 The NDCs include county-specific outlines of post-2020 climate actions and 

reflects current goals, infrastructures, and efforts in reducing emissions.66 To date 185 of the 197 states parties to the 

Paris Agreement (2015) have ratified the agreement; while this includes larger economies such as China, India, and 

the United Kingdom, it does not include Russia, and the United States has indicated intent to withdraw from the 

document.67  

The Decent Work Agenda (1999) of the ILO serves as a framework to achieve social protection, rights at work, 

increase social dialogue, and promote gender equality.68 The agenda also measures the progress of decent work 

through the Monitoring and Assessing Progress on Decent Work project to collect data and indicators.69 The project 

spanned from 2009 to 2013 and tracked nine countries across regional blocs.70 The project found that while making 

progress in decent work, states still had gaps such as gender pay and employment opportunities.71 Some of the work 

ILO accomplished through the Decent Work Agenda included:  

 The implementation of over 200 projects at the country-level to tackle child labor seeing a decrease of 30% 

from 246 million to 152 million between the years 2000 and 2017. 

 The development of over 30 public employment programs and national social protection strategies.  

 The significant improvement of work conditions in over 1,500 factories of the Better Work program in 

2009, seeing increase in compliance with occupational safety and health requirements, expansion of 

employment, and pay equity.72 

Sustainable Development Goals 

The General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda and its sustainable development goals (SDGs) in 2015 in order to 

achieve a more inclusive, just, and sustainable future for all.73 Goal 8 focuses on achieving decent work and 

economic growth for all; this aligns with ILO’s mandate and the four pillars of its Decent Work Agenda.74 The ILO 

is committed to implementing the SDGs, particularly Goal 8, through strengthening partnerships, supporting the 

national implementation of goals, and integrating decent work indicators for SDGs progress.75 To meet Goal 5 on 

                                                           
61 UNGA, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966. https://nwmun.link/2uTa5oS 
62 Ibid.  
63 UNFCCC, What is the Paris Agreement? https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/what-is-the-paris-agreement  
64 UNFCCC, Paris Agreement Can Generate 24 Million Clean Economy Jobs—ILO, 2018. https://unfccc.int/news/paris-agreement-can-

generate-24-million-clean-economy-jobs-ilo  
65 UNFCCC, Nationally Determined Contributions. https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-

contributions-ndcs#eq-4  
66 Ibid.  
67 UNFCCC, Paris Agreement – Status of Ratification, 2019. https://unfccc.int/process/the-paris-agreement/status-of-ratification. 
68 ILO, Decent Work. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm  
69 ILO, Measuring Decent Work. https://www.ilo.org/integration/themes/mdw/lang--en/index.htm  
70 ILO, Monitoring and Assessing Progress on Decent Work. https://www.ilo.org/integration/themes/mdw/WCMS_123804/lang--

en/index.htm  
71 Ibid.  
72 ILO, Decent Work. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm  
73 UN Environment, Why do the SDGs Matter? https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/sustainable-development-goals/why-do-

sustainable-development-goals-matter  
74 ILO, ILO Implementation Plan: 2030 Agenda. https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/sustainable-development-goals/why-do-

sustainable-development-goals-matter 
75 Ibid. 
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gender equality, ILO’s Gender, Equality and Diversity & ILOAIDS branch (GED/ILOAIDS) branch provides policy 

advisement and guidance to the governments, partners, and organizations that assist ILO.76 In addition, ILO is a 

leader in amplifying the values of Goal 17 to develop a strong partnership for sustainable development as can be 

seen with its work on the future of work involving the ILO’s tripartite constituency.77 

Role of the International Labour Organization and the International Community 

ILO reviews, implements standards for, researches, recommends, and provides consultation for working conditions, 

labor policies, and skills development. The ILC provides recommendations regarding current and future work of the 

ILO in alignment with the scope and nature of policies, forums, declarations, research, programmes, and strategies 

to advance and achieve decent work for all.78 The Green Centenary Initiative, launched in 2013, focuses on three 

key areas: increasing understanding of challenges and opportunities of a green transition, developing policy to 

address decent work and social justice in all work sectors, and forming partnerships at all levels.79 The initiative is 

divided into four work groups: global level, national level, sectors and enterprises, and ILO policies and practices. 

At each level, the initiative stands to integrate and provide specified support to the work area.80 This framework has 

positioned the ILO to be a leading voice in the green transition as it relates to the work environment and 

challenges.81 

The work of the ILO continues to be shaped by its partnerships with various UN agencies.82 In 2007, ILO and the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) joined forces to promote inclusive economic growth and social 

development.83 To advance gender equality and women’s empowerment, ILO cooperated with UN Women, UNDP, 

and United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) on a joint program in 2014 for gender equality in Zimbabwe.84 

Funded by the Swedish International Development Agency, this program aimed to improve women’s economic 

empowerment, political influence, and working conditions.85 In 2015, the ILO and FAO launched the Rural Youth 

Enterprise for Food Security Program to improve agricultural employment with a target of 3000 decent jobs 

creation.86 In 2017, the ILO and UNFCCC agreed to work in conjunction with each other to bring about a just 

transition, an inclusive consideration of the social, cultural, and economic variables, of the workforce towards 

sustainable economies and societies.87 The collaboration will include studies and research of employment transitions 

at the global and national levels to inform challenges and indicators of areas where efforts need to be focused.88  

The international community plays a huge factor in the implementation and achievement of global environmental 

sustainability through multiple partnerships:  

                                                           
76 ILO, About Us: GED. https://www.ilo.org/gender/Aboutus/lang--en/index.htm  
77 ILO, Future of Work. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/dw4sd/themes/fow/lang--en/index.htm  
78 ILO, Greening Economies, Enterprises and Jobs, 2016. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---

gjp/documents/publication/wcms_459948.pdf 

ILO, Resolution Concerning Sustainable Development, Decent work, and Green Jobs, 2013. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_223785.pdf 

ILO, Work in a Changing Climate: The Green Initiative, 2017. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---

relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_554315.pdf 

ILO, World Employment and Social Outlook 2018: Greening with Jobs, 2018. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_628654/lang--en/index.htm 
79 ILO, The Green Initiative. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/centenary/WCMS_467270/lang--en/index.htm  
80 Ibid.  
81ILO, Work in a Changing Climate: The Green Initiative, 2017. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---

relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_554315.pdf  
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83 ILO, ILO, UNDP Join Forces to Promote Growth for Decent Jobs, 2007. https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-

ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_081867/lang--en/index.htm 
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85 Ibid.  
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 Partnership for Action on Green Economy (PAGE): This partnership between UNEP, ILO, UNDP, 

UNIDO, and United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) aimed at supporting nations 

and regions in advancing the 2030 Agenda.89 To date, they have partnered with 18 Member States to 

advance an inclusive green economy through policy and capacity building.90 For example, in Mongolia 

PAGE supported the establishment of green school buildings and green economy learning opportunities.91 

 Green Growth Knowledge Platform (GGKP): This platform serves as a global network for international 

organizations to share cross-cutting research, policies, and knowledge around transition to a green 

economy.92 

 Green Jobs Assessment Institutions Network (GAIN): This network of policy research institutions 

examines green policies and jobs offering evidence-based policymaking recommendations and assessments 

initiated by ILO in 2013.93 GAIN has bi-monthly webinars aimed at knowledge sharing and a discussion 

platform along with reports conducted from its assessment on green policy implementations.94 The most 

recent published report was from last year in June 2018 on green jobs in Tunisia.95 

Key Issues  

Environmental degradation  

Environmental degradation can be described as a negative impact on environmental quality from natural disasters, 

abuse of land use, improper waste, and pollution.96 For example in Nauru, phosphate mining has resulted in the loss 

of agriculture and development, increased health concerns, and left 80% of the land barren and uninhabitable.97 The 

ILO stated that climate change and environmental degradation has the ability to affect vulnerable populations and 

destroy jobs while a green economy if implemented well, can create viable employment opportunities.98 In the 

World Employment and Social Outlook 2018’s report, jobs either have a direct or indirect reliance on natural 

resources.99For example, industries such as agriculture and fossil fuel-based energy sectors rely the most heavily on 

the resources.100 Hence, the risks and degradation of the environment will have a significant impact to vulnerable 

workers such as women, migrants, indigenous, and people in poverty.101 One response to this is the transition from 

the brown sector towards the green growth sector.102 The brown sector comprises of economic development that 

uses fossil fuels without consideration of its negative impact on the environment, whereas green growth focuses on 

clean energy systems and healthier natural resources management approaches.103  

As stipulated by the agreement, Parties to the Paris Agreement (2015) must submit their NDCs detailing their efforts 

to meet the goals.104 Further research by ILO on the NDCs determined that many had no implications to provide 

training or capacity development measures, which accounts for almost 40% of plans lacking skills training for 

                                                           
89 PAGE, Who Are We? https://www.un-page.org/about/who-are-we  
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implementation.105 While the majority of the current NDCs addresses climate change, they fail to recognize job 

losses and the rise of green sectors that will require skills training.106As the ILO embrace the transition towards 

green jobs and growth, it has placed a strong emphasis on supporting developing nations.107 In Sri Lanka, ILO 

collaborated with the local and national government to implement the Jobs for Peace and Resilience project focused 

on improving employment in conflict and disaster-prone through a modular local resource-based approach.108 This 

approach involved understanding the demand gap, skills development, job creation, and supporting self-employment 

through dialogue, institution building, and alignment with the right to work standards.109 Greenhouse gas emissions 

also continue to rise even though there are commitments made towards the prevention of environmental 

degradation.110 The UN Environment’s 2018 Emissions Gap report found that the commitment to combat 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions falls short of the target set in the Paris Agreement (2015).111 Not meeting the 

commitment will result in greater losses of employment and impact on the world’s environment, whereas meeting 

the goal will produce a net gain of opportunities for all.112  

As the global community commits to green economic sectors, Member States must do more to prepare and invest in 

training people for the jobs of the future.113 In order to respond to the impacts of environmental threats effectively, 

the world will need to do more than dialogue and action plans.114 Solutions will require concrete investments in 

training, multilateral partnerships, and effective coordination and implementation of actions.115 As mentioned by 

Secretary-General, Antonio Guterres, “protecting and restoring land – and better using it – can reduce forced 

migration, improve food security and spur economic growth and help address the global climate emergency.”116ILO 

has paved the way in this area, as can be seen with the Green Jobs Programme in Zambia where women learned how 

to use green technology to build houses and generate electricity through solar panel assembly and installation.117 

This programme helped reduce the impact on the environment and increased productivity through the utilization of 

green technology  

Just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies  

ILO defines the just transition towards an environmentally sustainable economy as a comprehensive approach that is 

inclusive of social impacts, alignment with goals of decent work for all and eradication of poverty.118 With the 

growth of workers, the ILO determined that roughly 600 million new jobs will need to be created by 2030 to 

maintain a balanced and healthy workforce.119 While job creation is needed, there are still challenges that remain 

such as lack of work employment contracts and declining full time permanent salaried positions.120 At the 102nd 

International Labour Conference (ILC) in 2013, the ILO adopted the Just Transition Framework to address decent 

work, poverty eradication, and environmental sustainability121. In 2015, the ILO adopted a set of guidelines on a 
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just transition to outline and define the outcomes and process to achieve the greening of economies.122 The 

guidelines were piloted in three countries: the Philippines, Ghana, and Uruguay.123 Some of the key strategies 

include involving all stakeholders to be agents of change, understanding there is no one size fits all, and that each 

country has its unique challenges.124 The guidelines specified the government’s role and the social partners’ 

roles.125 For the government, it outlines that is should provide a policy framework and engage in social dialogue at 

all levels of the society for the design and implementation of the transition.126 As for the social partners, their role 

is to raise awareness, encourage participation, play an active role in development, and promote the provisions at all 

levels.127  

In February 2019, the ILO’s World Employment and Social Outlook report found that it may be challenging to 

achieve Goal 8, decent work and economic growth, as the progress has been slower than expected due to poor 

working conditions.128 There were major gaps in many of the targets; for example, in the past five years, the least 

developed countries (LDCs) gross domestic product (GDP) has been less than 5% whereas the target is aimed for at 

least a 7%  growth.129 If this gap continues, the economic growth will fall short of meeting target 8.1 which is to 

achieve and sustain a 7% GDP among LDCs.130 Not meeting the 7% GDP indicates that poverty and lack of 

economic productivity are still present and a challenge.131 Further, about 61% of the world’s workforce equivalent to 

2 billion workers are categorized as informal workers, lacking decent working condition, social protection, and 

rights at work which hinders target 8.3 in promoting formalized decent job policies.132 Damian Grishaw, ILO 

Director of Research Department, advised there are 700 million people living in extreme or moderate poverty even 

though they are considered employed.133 Given the current state, the ILO launched a forum in June 2019, to discuss 

“Boosting Skills for a Just Transition and the Future of Work.”134 This forum proved critical as the ILO’s dedicated 

to ensure a just transition inclusive of all impacted.135 

Although much progress has been made there continue to be challenges for implementing just transitions towards 

environmentally sustainable economies.136 There are two key groups involved in shaping a just transition – the 

employers and the workers.137 The challenge remains as businesses are impacted with the rapid change of meeting 

environmental policy standards, and workers must have the right skillsets in preparation for the transition to a 

greener economy.138 This means that businesses in high-emitting sectors will have to transition towards a low carbon 

and climate-resilient model in which they may not be prepared to do so.139  
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Reduction of inequalities  

About 780 million men and women worldwide earn less than $2 USD a day which indicates working conditions 

must improve to end poverty.140 Transitioning to a green economy will mean job losses and displacement for 

families, especially indigenous and vulnerable populations; hence, there must be income support measures such as 

retraining, job placement support, and relocation.141 Although studies have shown that a green economy will bring 

more jobs and reduce the impact to the environment, populations in rural and vulnerable communities that rely only 

on one source of income living or particular natural resource will be impacted.142 As families from rural areas move 

towards urban cities for income opportunities, it is important that governments provide access to social protection 

and income security.143 If the right policy and measures are in place, decent work can be a driver of sustainable 

development and will help reduce inequalities and increase resiliency.144 The figure below from the ILO Social 

Protection Department shows that socio-economic and environmental challenges are intricately interlinked through 

various aspects. 

 

The ILO has proposed policy to combat inequalities through the promotion of job creation, paying special attention 

to disadvantaged groups of workers, collective bargaining, and social protection systems.145 The ILO has partnered 

with the European Commission to conduct a report on the role of industrial relations and social dialogue in reducing 

inequalities in the world of work.146 The report examined many trends in 14 EU Member States spanning from 

accessibility to jobs, training, social protection and career opportunities.147 A major finding of the report 

demonstrated that the role of the government is critical to the promoting of training, work flexibility, and re-

employability.148 However, Member States must further recognize the existing inequalities and partner with other 

stakeholders to empower and promote inclusive economic growth leaving no one behind through comprehensive 

policies.149 Additionally, the ILC held its 108th conference (2019) with a thematic forum focused on “Multilateralism 
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for an Equitable Future of Work.”150 The forum touched on the importance of a well-functioning multilateral system 

as key to an equitable future of work.151 What remains a challenge is closing the inequality gap while leveraging 

partnership at the international and regional levels.152 

Conclusion 

The work of ILO along with the many partners from UN bodies, government, CSOs, NGOs, and research 

institutions illustrates that through a just transition the greening of jobs will provide many benefits to the future 

generations and support the achievement of the SDGs.153 Despite the opportunities and benefits of green jobs, key 

issues such as environmental degradation, ensuring a just transition implementation, and reducing inequalities will 

present challenges towards a transition to a greener economy.154 If not addressed now, these challenges have the 

potential to slow the achievement track, present greater environmental risks, and impact the livelihoods of families 

in transitioning economies.155 The ILO and its deliberative body, the ILC will need to consider the following 

questions in order to address and advance the green jobs agenda:  

 How can the international community ensure that the livelihoods of people impacted by environmental 

degradation are cared for in the transition to a green economy?  

 What are some creative ways the ILO and the global community can implement to reduce inequalities and 

improve social justice in emerging green economies? 

 How can Member States ensure green jobs will be a benefit to the public rather than a loss? What 

measures, policies, and instruments must be implemented to provide social protection and income security?  
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II. Protecting and Ensuring the Economic and Social Rights of Migrant Domestic Workers 

“Decent work for domestic workers, the essence of the Domestic Workers Convention, can only be 

achieved through a commitment to improving laws, making employers and workers aware of their 

obligations and rights, and partnerships among governments, workers and civil society that 

empower women migrant workers and protect their rights.”  

– Ms. Tomoko Nishimoto, Assistant Director-General and Regional Director, ILO Regional Office 

for Asia and the Pacific 

Introduction 

Current statistics estimate that there are over 67 million domestic workers worldwide, 11.5 million of which are 

migrant domestic workers (MDWs).156 Domestic workers perform work in or for a household, such as cooking, 

cleaning, gardening, guarding, driving, or taking care of children or the elderly, and MDWs move outside of their 

home countries to do this work.157 Most domestic work is informal, meaning that it is not documented to any 

regulatory bodies and effectively exists outside of social and labor protections.158 MDWs are often even less 

protected by law than native domestic workers and are especially vulnerable to human rights violations due to 

inequalities determined by gender, race, ethnicity, national origin and social status.159  

Specific challenges that MDWs face can include risky recruitment processes with unclear contracts, social and 

cultural isolation in the destination country, lack of information about the terms of employment and rights of 

employees, absence or lack of enforcement of labor law protections, restrictions on mobility, physical and sexual 

violence, and limits on association.160 Moreover, MDWs are often victims of financial exploitation, despite their 

positive economic effects on both their country of origin and country of destination.161 Migrant workers must also 

navigate the varying and potentially complex immigration policies of their countries of origin and destination.162  

In accordance with its mandate and aim to protect the economic and social rights of MDWs, the ILO has set 

standards and made recommendations about the labor conditions of domestic workers and conducted regional 

programs to improve working conditions for migrant domestic workers.163 Through the International Labour 

Conference (ILC), the deliberative body of ILO, this organization can expand programs like this and further 

advocate for the protection of the economic and social rights of MDWs. 

International Framework 

The right to decent work is recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) with provisions that 

detail various aspects of decent work, including just conditions of work, equal pay, social protection, and the right to 

form and join trade unions.164 These rights are also enshrined in the International Covenant on Economic, Cultural 

and Social Rights (ICECSR).165 It is the responsibility of the United Nations, the ILO, and the international 
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community to uphold the principles of non-discrimination and equality and apply them to protecting the economic 

and social rights of MDWs.166  

The economic and social rights of MDWs is included in many other documents. All ILO labor standards, including 

the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (1998), are applicable to migrant workers unless 

stated otherwise.167 The Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work declares, among other things, 

that all Member States have an obligation to promote the freedom of association, eliminate all forms of forced labor, 

and eliminate all employment discrimination.168 Additionally, MDWs’ rights are protected by the nine UN core 

international human rights instruments, one of which is the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 

of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families.169 This Convention complements the ILO’s efforts while 

going beyond labor issues to include, among other things, migrant workers’ and their families’ right to mobility; 

right to life; freedom of religion and expression; and right to privacy, property, and liberty.170 The Convention also 

established the Committee on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families 

(CMW) to monitor its implementation.171 Under the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (OHCHR) this body of independent experts reviews Member State reports on migrant workers’ rights.172 

Role of the International Labour Organization and the International System 

The ILO Domestic Workers Convention of 2011 (No. 189) is a key document which establishes international labor 

standards for migrant workers.173 The Convention declares that domestic workers are entitled to fair and equal pay 

directly in cash at least once a month, privacy and decent living conditions, and a safe and healthy working 

environment. An important part of the Convention is the emphasis on domestic workers’ right to associate freely and 

collectively bargain.174 The Domestic Workers Recommendation (No. 201) that accompanied the Convention in 

2011 provides specific strategies for how to uphold the standards established by the Convention, such as hotlines, 

housing, consular services, and translation of information.175 The Convention is a legally-binding international treaty 

between Member States who have ratified it, while the Recommendation is a non-binding guideline.176 Only 29 

Member States out of 187 Member States have currently ratified the Domestic Worker’s Convention.177 Despite the 

slow adoption, these documents are the most recent and comprehensive additions to the international framework on 

MDWs.178 

UN OHCHR also works to protect the rights of MDWs.179 This UN entity employs the Special Rapporteur on the 

human rights of migrants to work globally to review and protect the rights of migrant workers.180 UN OHCHR also 

conducts research about MDWs and is involved in programs such as the Global Action Programme on Migrant 

                                                           
166 ILO, Protecting Migrant Domestic Workers: The international legal framework at a glance, 2016. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/briefingnote/wcms_467722.pdf 
167 ILO, International labor standards on labor migration. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labor-migration/standards/lang--

en/index.htm  
168 ILO, Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and its Follow-up, 1998. 

https://www.ilo.org/declaration/thedeclaration/textdeclaration/lang--en/index.htm  
169 ILO, International labor standards on labor migration. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labor-migration/standards/lang--

en/index.htm  
170 UNGA, Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers, 1990. https://nwmun.link/2uSCJXf 
171 OHCHR, Committee on migrant workers, 2019. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CMW/Pages/CMWIndex.aspx  
172 Ibid. 
173 ILO, Domestic Workers Convention (No. 189), 2013. https://nwmun.link/2mNSSIY 
174 ILO, Protecting Migrant Domestic Workers: The international legal framework at a glance, 2016. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/briefingnote/wcms_467722.pdf 
175 Ibid. 
176 ILO, Conventions and Recommendations. https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labor-

standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm  
177 ILO, Ratifications of C189 - Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189). 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:11300:0::NO::P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:2551460  
178 ILO, Protecting Migrant Domestic Workers: The international legal framework at a glance, 2016. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/briefingnote/wcms_467722.pdf 
179 OHCHR, The human rights of migrant domestic workers in an irregular situation, 2019. 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/Pages/GlobalAction.aspx  
180 OHCHR, Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants. 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/SRMigrants/Pages/SRMigrantsIndex.aspx  

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/briefingnote/wcms_467722.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/standards/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/standards/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/declaration/thedeclaration/textdeclaration/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/standards/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/standards/lang--en/index.htm
https://nwmun.link/2uSCJXf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CMW/Pages/CMWIndex.aspx
https://nwmun.link/2mNSSIY
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/briefingnote/wcms_467722.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:11300:0::NO::P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:2551460
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/briefingnote/wcms_467722.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/Pages/GlobalAction.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/SRMigrants/Pages/SRMigrantsIndex.aspx


 

21 

Domestic Workers. 181 In this collaborative program, UNOHCHR focuses specifically on addressing the challenges 

that migrant workers in an irregular situation face.182 

Workers’ and employers’ unions and organizations play a key role worldwide in ensuring that ILO Conventions are 

upheld.183 These organizations provide MDWs with tools for negotiating their employment conditions and educate 

employers about the rights of MDWs.184 Civil service organizations like Caritas Lebanon Migrant Center and the 

Pastoral Committee for Afro-Asian Migrants in Lebanon directly work with MDWs to connect them with legal 

aid.185 Further, trade unions and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are important in the dissemination of 

information about MDWs and their rights.186 

Key Issues 

Migrant Domestic Workers in an Irregular Situation 

Migrants in a regular situation are those who have the proper legal authority to enter, stay, and work in their 

countries of destination, while migrants in an irregular situation do not have this permission.187 MDWs in irregular 

situations are uniquely vulnerable due to lack of government protection stemming from their unauthorized entry, 

stay, or work in the country of destination.188 Irregular MDWs are often dependent on their employer for basic 

necessities, such as shelter, sustenance, and mobility, which leaves them vulnerable to mistreatment.189 It is 

estimated that around 30 million people, or 10-15% of all worldwide immigrants, are in an irregular situation.190 It is 

a challenge to get accurate estimates on the number of irregular MDWs due to the informal nature of the job and the 

reluctance of workers to disclose their irregular status.191 Though the term “undocumented” may also be used to 

describe these migrants, many irregular MDWs may have documents such as passports and visas, but still, lack the 

appropriate authorization to migrate and work in their country of employment.192 

Trade unions and civil society organizations in many Member States often support irregular MDWs through legal 

advice, awareness campaigns, and support for collective action.193 Some Member States have begun to integrate 

technology to report and monitor informal work, including domestic work.194 These strategies include expanding e-

government, or the functions and services of government that take place using telecommunication, reducing 

transaction costs of formality through electronic registration of transactions, and using technology to modernize and 

simplify labor inspections.195 These have been effective in moving more workers to the formal economy where 

government regulation and labor standards can be applied and allowing stronger enforcement to ensure compliance 
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with labor standards.196 Other Member States have included domestic workers in existing labor protection 

frameworks.197 Additionally, some Member States that send or receive high numbers of MDWs, such as India and 

Saudi Arabia, engage in bilateral agreements to close protection gaps between the two nations’ legal systems.198 

These agreements facilitate information sharing to promote the welfare and protect the rights of MDWs in the 

destination country.199 

The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights also specified five areas of human rights that particularly 

affect irregular MDWs: the right to fair working conditions; protection from unjustified dismissal; freedom of 

association; access to justice; and rights related to family life.200 A report published by the multilateral Global 

Action Programme on MDWs found that more monitoring of the human rights of MDWs, education for migrants 

and employers about their rights, and implementation of policies that do not discriminate based on immigration 

status are necessary to protect the rights of MDWs in an irregular situation.201 

Women migrant domestic workers 

The burden of domestic work falls primarily on women throughout the world, with about 74% of MDWs being 

women.202 This has increased with a growth of the “care economy,” the economy of care for children and the 

elderly, which women MDWs participate in at very high rates.203 Large inequalities in countries of origin often push 

low-income women to find work in other nations and send remittances back to their families.204 Political, social, and 

cultural practices can also discriminate against migrant women in particular.205 For example, mandatory pregnancy 

testing for female MDWs can lead to pregnant migrants being denied employment or unfairly terminated.206 

Moreover, women have unique sexual and reproductive healthcare needs that are often left unaddressed by 

employers. Women also often have fewer avenues to documented migration than men because of national policies 

that tie migration status to a woman’s husband or exclude domestic workers from being eligible for legal migration 

status.207 Women MDWs face additional risks such as sexual and gender-based violence and often lack avenues of 

redress against abusive employers.208  

There have been many initiatives to support women MDWs. UN Women and the ILO conducted a project from 

2015 to 2016 on ‘Preventing the Exploitation of Women Migrant Workers in ASEAN.’209 This project found that 

one of the best ways for Member States to prevent the exploitation of women migrant workers was to protect their 

right to organize, collectively bargain, and join trade unions.210 Another initiative, the Work in Freedom project in 
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South Asia and the Middle East, focused on empowering women and girls to prevent exploitative employment 

situations.211 This project found that recruitment through agencies which meet the international labor standards laid 

out in the ILO Private Employment Agencies Convention (No. 181) (1997) is safer for MDWs who otherwise might 

be at risk of being lied to about the nature of the work, having their passports and other documents confiscated and 

illegally held, and experiencing physical or sexual abuse.212 UN Women also produced an expert report for 

addressing women’s rights in migration and includes recommendations such as developing migration policy based 

on gender-responsive research and promoting awareness on the rights of migrant women.213 The report recommends 

increasing access to decent work in the countries of origin, simplifying the process of sending remittances, 

eliminating all sex-specific restrictions on migration, and providing individual identity documents for women and 

girls.214 

Access to Justice for Migrant Domestic Workers 

Due to language barriers and limited familiarity with local institutions, many MDWs have no means of rectifying 

exploitative employment situations.215 Domestic work is one of the most vulnerable areas under national 

employment law, meaning even when migrants can pursue legal action, their situations may not be effectively 

remedied.216 A study by the ILO of the Migrant Worker Resource Centres, which provide legal assistance to migrant 

workers in Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam, found that 82% of complaints by migrant 

workers to these centers resulted in no sanctions, demonstrating that even when migrants have the opportunity to 

report abuse, there are often not significant repercussions for employers.217 Many national policies also tie migration 

authorization to a specific employer, meaning that even if a migrant domestic worker wanted to report rights 

violations and knew how to do so, it could result in a loss of regular status in the host country.218 

Migrant resource centers may be established by governments or NGOs and provide resources to migrants. Caritas 

Lebanon Migrant Center is one migrant resource center in the Middle East that offers legal services to MDWs. 

These centers provide more protection and resources for MDWs than the existing governmental mechanisms.219 The 

ILO partners with Member States to run projects to support migrant resource centers, such as the GMS TRIANGLE 

project in Southeast Asia that works to ensure decent work for migrants.220 Migrant resource centers spread 

information about the situations of MDWs. 221 Oftentimes, the inability of law enforcement officials to identify 

victims of employment abuses may impede justice, so increasing awareness of the situation of MDWs and the 

resources available to them is vital.222 In addition, MDWs often face challenges in the complexity of unfamiliar legal 

systems, so giving victims simplified judicial and administrative procedures may reduce some of the burdens on 

migrants.223  
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Conclusion 

The economic and social rights of MDWs are well-established in an international framework but poorly protected 

and enforced on the ground. MDWs are excluded from national legal protections and vulnerable to many human 

rights violations for a variety of overlapping reasons, including dependence on recruitment agencies and employers; 

the retention of travel and identity documents by others, social, cultural, and physical isolation; and lack of access to 

justice and redress mechanisms.224 Despite the adoption of Convention No. 189 and Recommendation No. 201 in 

2011 by the ILO, the number of MDWs continues to grow as conditions are slow to change.225 Two particularly 

vulnerable populations of MDWs are those in an irregular situation and women. Proposed solutions to this topic 

must be multilateral and comprehensive, with consideration of these populations. Further, access to justice remains a 

significant challenge to the protection and promotion of equal economic and social rights for MDWs. Delegates are 

recommended to think critically about the following questions:  

 How can the international community further assist Member States to implement the Convention and 

Recommendation concerning decent work for MDWs? 

 How can Member States take a gender-sensitive approach to the protection of rights of MDWs, who are 

overwhelmingly women? 

 What policies and programs can protect MDWs in an irregular situation and ease their transition to a 

regular situation? 

 What policies and programs can encourage Member States to implement and enforce protections for 

MDWs and offer avenues for legal redress of violations? 

 How can the international community cooperate to protect the economic rights of MDWs who greatly 

contribute to multiple national economies? 
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