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Excellencies, L adies and Gentlemen,

It isa great honour to have been invited to addressthe I nternational
L abour Conference and a particular pleasureto be ableto pay
tributetothelLO asyou celebrate thisyear the organization’s 90th

anniversary.

Allow meto thank my friend Juan Somavia for theinvitation to be
with you today. Under the Director General’sleadership, thelLO
has made important stridesin adapting and revitalizing itswork to
meet the challenges of arapidly changing world. | believe the Decent
Work agenda, encompassing employment gener ation, social
protection, social dialogue and implementation of fundamental rights
at work, isthe most significant of the many achievements Juan has

played a central rolein bringing about during histenure.

The Decent Work agenda isnot only at the heart of thelLO’s
activities, but now hasthe potential to fundamentally reshapethe
broader economic and social development discour se globally, if we
areableto build a truly international alliance behind it. | say ‘if’

because that challenge still facestheILO Secretariat, your



constituency and all of your allies, including my own organization
Realizing Rights: The Ethical Globalization Initiative. And it is of
relevanceto thetopic of thissession. | am convinced we can achieve
far more when an ever-growing number of people around the world
under stand therelevance and potential of applying stronger

normative framewor ks and standardsto their own wor k-liferealities.

Ninety years after itsfounding, the ILO and theinternational labour
rights framework isneeded morethan ever. Asyour own latest
studies have warned, we face an unprecedented increasein
unemployment around the world thisyear, and risk seeing many
millions of working poor plunged into poverty in the time ahead -

unless we take effective action.

We now know how truly intertwined our economies, our societies and
our fatesare. Financial turmoil that began in a handful of nations
hasturned into a global economic and jobs crisisimpacting
individuals, families, and societies acrossthe globe. To make matters
wor se, the crisisis set against the seemingly intractable problems of
chronic poverty, increasing income inequalities, precarious

employment and environmental degradation.

Your decision to focus this session of the International Labour
Conference on the employment and social policy consequences of the
global economic and financial crisisiscritical. Weknow such
dialogueis needed. Think about the economic analysisweread daily
in our newspapers. A great deal of attention continuesto focuson
indicatorsliketheriseand fall of the Dow Jonesindex, interest rates,

and aggr egate stimulus spending. Thesethings matter, but so too do



indicators and policy responses focused on jobs—and not just any
jobs, but decent jobs which meet basic labour standards.

After all, for the vast majority of theworld’s people, the health of the
economy is gauged not by the stock market, but by how well they are

ableto providefor themselvesand their family.

AsthelLO hasstressed, fiscal stimulus measures announced by
gover nments do not focus sufficiently on employment and social
protection. For example, only a handful of countries have announced
labour market initiatives, and many infrastructure programs do not
adequately take into account the need to reinfor ce the existing
capacity of businesses and skills supply — so they might not result in
higher production and morejobs. Your commitment to drawing
attention to these areas will help put the global economy on a more

sound and sustainable path for the future.

Protecting wor kers from the wor st impacts of the crisis, rather than
setting them up for bitter competition, must be at the center of
national and global policy responses. ThelLO’s Fundamental
Principles and Rightsat Work, and arange of other key ILO
instruments, provide clear benchmarks and obligations which must

berealized.

Y et we know these standardstoo often continue to be marginalized. |
have seen thisaround the world travelling for the work of my own
organization, Realizing Rights. We've witnessed how people working
within global supply chains- rubber plantation workersin Liberia,

pineapple farmersin Ghana, and cashew factory workersin



Tanzania, just to name a few examples - work hard, but face low

ear nings and unstable and insecur e conditions of work.

A prevalent view holdsthat protecting labour rights doesn’t always
make good financial sense, particularly in the midst of an economic
downturn. Thegood newsisthat such views are being increasingly
challenged. Results of initiativeslikethe I LO-1FC sponsor ed Better
Work program have shown that countries which respect labour
rights are actually better positioned to build up more sustainable
growth, development and exports. Companiesthemselves also
increasingly acknowledge that they have a responsibility to respect
all human rights, including fundamental labour standards,
Irrespective of local contexts and gover nment capacities. Itis
becoming clearer that “beggar-thy-neighbor” policieswill only feed

the current economic crisis further.

Just thisweek, the UN Secretary-General’ s Special Representative
for Business and Human Rights, John Ruggie, stressed to the UN

Human Rights Council herein Genevathat, and | quote:

“Human rightsaremost at risk in times of crisis...any gains
gover nments believe can be had by lowering human rights standards
for businessesareillusory...no sustainablerecovery can be built on

so flimsy a foundation.”

Headded that, “...progresson thisfront directly contributesto the
transition we all seek toward moreinclusive and sustainable

economic growth...”



Similarly, at the UNCTAD symposium that concluded hererecently,
participantsrepeatedly stressed the importance of employment and
called for a global jobs pact to underpin a balanced and inclusive

process of globalization.

These calls are encouraging but thereality iswe must do a better job
of working together to demonstrate the efficacy of labour and human
rights standardsin practice. Wein the human rights community
haven’'t engaged with the Decent Wor k agenda effectively enough.
And | think it isalso fair to say that labour rights advocates haven't
done enough to make connections with the broader international
human rights framework which has been built up over the past 60

years.

Under international human rightstreaties, gover nments have
voluntarily committed themselvesto progressively realizing rights at
work and a decent standard of living, including access to health care,
food and adequate housing among other fundamental economic and
social rights. These commitments clearly reinfor ce the inter national
labour rightsframework. Our task isto makethose links more
evident and to build up a broader alliance dedicated to developing

effective and mutually reinforcing implementation strategies.

Who needsto be part of thisbroader alliance? For a start, we must
do moreto includethose who are most vulnerable. If theidea of
Decent Work isto truly resonate around the world, it must embrace
not only salaried and waged workers, but all workersand their

or ganizations. We know why thisis so. Informal employment in

many developing countriesincludes up to 90% of thetotal workfor ce.



In today’ sworld of work, the formal employment relationship is
often disguised or ambiguous. Informal wage employment often
makes it difficult to actually identify an employer. Aboveall, the
informal economy in most countries lies outside of the gover nance

mechanisms that make economies function most efficiently.

In apolicy brief Realizing Rightsisreleasing thisweek with India’s
Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) and the global
WIEGO network, we point out that the informal economy istoo
often wrongly assumed to be a cushion for formal workerswho lose
their jobs. Thefact isthat asmoreworkers crowd into theinformal
economy, the net result isa growing number of firmsand individuals

competing for smaller pieces of theinformal ‘pi€’.

To change this, gover nments must place decent work at the center of
economic policy-making. That meansrethinking the mainstream
economic approach to theinformal economy aswell. We know that
much of the global workforcein export manufacturingisinformal,
including wage wor kerswithout legal or social protection in factories
and small wor kshops, aswell asindustrial outworkers producing for

export and being paid by the piece.

Those who work in theinformal economy need to bevisiblein
economic statistics and policies. They need to havetheir voices heard
in economic decision-making, and they must be seen aslegitimate
economic agents and tar gets of economic policies. Crucially, these

workersneed stronger and wider enfor cement of global standards.



Over three decades ago, an important study by the IL O focusing on
Kenya recommended ‘a major shift in government policies

concer ning the informal sector — a shift towar ds active

encour agement and support.’ It called for positive new policiesfor

promoting the informal sector and linking it with the formal sector.

Today, theinformal economy isan important part of the lLO’swork.
Yet it ispainfully evident that none of usat the international level
have effectively tackled these challenges. Raising the productivity of
informal sector workerswill requirea comprehensive strategy,
including supporting micro-enterprisesto increasetheir incomes and
assisting workersin protecting their health and improving their

wor king conditions.

| believethe L O should commit to leading a new international effort
to tackle challenges associated with the informal economy, building
on thereport of the high level Commission on L egal Empower ment
of the Poor —Making the Law Work for Everyone. Nothing could be
mor e important to protecting the human rights of millions of people
around theworld. Such an effort will requirethe enormous
strengthsof all partsof thelLO’stripartite membership. But it will
also bring new supportersto your door. Civil society advocates for
social justice, women’s empower ment and human rights groups, as
well as major foundations and otherswould all see such an initiative
as supporting those most in need, and directly addressing the many

challengesrelating to poverty which continue.



We must also give far mor e attention to supporting developing
country gover nments committed to the Decent Work agenda. My
experience with the GAVI alliance for child immunization and other
effortsto strengthen national health systems convinces me that what
iIsneeded today is nothing lessthan a similar effort linked to the
world of work. Greatly expanded financing of institutional capacity-
building assistance to countries that enablesthem to strengthen their

key labour ministry functions must be given higher priority.

| wish to add my voiceto those calling for significant increasesin
|LO assistanceto support countriesin these efforts. Thisshould of
course include support for effective implementation of labour
standards. Asyou know, theIL O Declaration on Social Justicefor a
Fair Globalization adopted last Junedirectsthe secretariat to
develop a plan to strengthen its capacity to help countries improve
information about their progress on the main parameters of Decent
Work. Of vital importance ar e activities such as developing effective
labour ministries, including labour law inspection and enfor cement
capacity; building capacity to remedy problemsidentified by the
ILO’ssupervisory bodies; and establishing basic social insurance

systems.

To givejust one practical example, Realizing Rights has been
supporting the Ministry of Labour in Liberia, in concert with the
ILO, asit laysthefoundationsfor the country’sfirst Decent Work
Country Plan, in cooper ation with wor ker s representatives, private
sector actorsand othersfrom civil society. It hascompleted a draft
of a new labour code which is going through consultations around the

country using Liberian law students asrapporteurs and facilitators.



Such efforts must be complemented by good laws that are broadly
applied and monitored by gover nment authorities. Advisory and
capacity-building services have long been part of theLO’swork, yet
it isevident that thelimited resourcesin thisarea should be

significantly increased.

The same can be said of effortsto support countries wishing to
establish or expand their social insurance programs. ThelLO’sown
resear ch indicates that basic social security packages could be
established at a cost of 1to 2 percent of GDP, or 5to 10 percent of
national budgets. I’'m convinced that a shared commitment to
realizing such benefits over the coming five years would make a huge
contribution to attacking chronic poverty and meeting the UN

Millennium Development Goals by 2015.

ThelLO should bea central part of any new facility to ensurethat
decisions on funding ar e coordinated and consistent with
international labour standards. Thisrequiresworking effectively
with the World Bank, regional development banks and othersto

achieve these goals.

There are encouraging signsthat international financial institutions
areincreasingly recognizing that taking labour and human rights
fully into account is not simply a growing demand of activists, but is
essential to fulfilling their mandates. We must build on that
recognition and be open to new and mor e effective for ms of
cooperation. Itispart of theincreased international policy coherence

that continuesto be so desperately needed.



Beforel conclude, | also would liketo highlight the importance of
2009 asthetenth anniversary of thelLO’s Gender Equality Action
Plan. When standards are weak or unenfor ced, when therulesare
‘bent’ asaresponseto crisis, it isthe most vulnerable who are
affected most — and too often thisiswomen workers. A sharp and
lasting focus on gender issues across the Decent Work agenda will
enable gender issuesto be addressed adequately, and will strengthen

the alliances we need to makeit areality.

I ndeed, a significant victory waswon just last week that reinforces
thisdimension of the Decent Work agenda and illustrates how
important legal standardsare. In Colombia, a network of mostly
women waste collectors, working with the NGO CIVISOL, won a
casein court they have been fighting for years - with the help of the
WIEGO, SEWA and many others. The court decision will enable
these micro-level enterprisesto compete on alevel playing field with
the large companies who wer e going to be granted all rightsto the

profits from urban waste collection.

In conclusion, | believe we have, in thistime of crisis, an opportunity

to make the objectives of the Decent Work agenda an integral part of
a new multilateral framework to reform global economic governance.
Our challengeisto seize thismoment, and not missthe opportunity

to shape a more sustainable and fairer globalization for all people.

| thank you once again for inviting meto be with you today. | look

forward to our discussion.

Thank you.

10



