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A time for refl ection
We continue to live in a time of rapid change in the world of work that poses many new organ-
izational and policy challenges for governments and workers’ and employers’ organizations. 
The period ahead is likely to be critical to the shaping of the ILO’s role and of the multilateral 
system for the decade to come. At issue is the value and the dignity of work in our contem-
porary societies.

Since my 1999 report on decent work, the International Labour Conference has been a rich 
laboratory of new ideas and insights into the world of work, based on the experience of our 
constituents and their own constituents. What is said at the Conference has roots in the real 
lives of individuals, families, enterprises and communities. Because the ILO is tripartite and 
because we deal with what people actually do to make a living, we are the international organ-
ization that is closest to the pulse of our societies.

In past years, I have submitted for your consideration successive follow-up reports for your 
refl ection and to stimulate your discussions in plenary: Reducing the decent work defi cit; 
Working out of poverty; and A fair globalization: The role of the ILO. We have benefi ted 
from the major contribution to global debates made by the World Commission on the Social 
Dimension of Globalization established by the ILO. The Global Reports under the follow-up to 
the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work have given us invaluable 
and often alarming information. For each agenda item, the Offi ce has prepared special studies 
to underpin each year your exchanges.

Your ensuing discussions have enriched our thinking in the Offi ce and guided the decisions 
of the Governing Body. This conjunction is particularly well expressed in the programme and 
budget before you. The Governing Body debates demonstrated our clear agreement to make 
decent work a global goal based on the ILO’s four strategic objectives. That requires action 
at the local, national, regional and global level and is an ambitious objective, no doubt; but 
it is not unrealistic in time, given the strong support it has received and continues to receive 
in wide circles beyond the ILO. Both in developing and developed countries, more and more 
people understand that the ILO’s tripartism has connected with them. It interprets well their 
expectation that those in public and private authority will implement the policies that can 



“give me a fair chance at a decent job”. This is one of the most widespread democratic and 
legitimate demands worldwide and we are at the forefront of that struggle. It is also key to ad-
dressing many security risks emerging in different parts of the globe. Good job opportunities, 
personal dignity, family stability and peaceful communities go hand in hand. For many, it is 
the test of whether democracy and freedom can also deliver a better quality of life at work for 
all people. Election after election sends us that message.

Unfortunately, we face a wide gulf between the needs expressed to us by constituents and 
the fi nancial possibilities we have to respond to them. I have addressed that reality by making 
our processes more effective through strategic budgeting, implementing signifi cant savings in 
our administrative and operational costs, transferring resources to the regions and expanding 
the technical programmes. With the support of the Governing Body, we will continue to pursue 
savings and effi ciencies to live within our means so we can do more, while enhancing the ef-
fectiveness of our activities. I know budgetary issues are diffi cult for all of us. But I would be 
remiss in my responsibilities to the Conference if I did not tell you that the promise of the ILO 
and the expectations it has generated in this early twenty-fi rst century cannot be fully realized 
with the present level of resources. We will continue to serve our constituents to the best of 
our abilities but unfortunately not to the extent that their realities demand. 

So, with these thoughts going through my mind, I asked myself what would be the best 
contribution I could make to your discussions this year.

In talking to many of you, I sensed a desire for a moment of active refl ection – of thinking 
ahead but keeping our feet on the ground, recognizing that changes are swirling around us 
in the world of work. That excluded a new lengthy report to chew on and, rather, I felt that it 
might be more useful to take the time to digest fully where the discussions of my previous re-
ports have brought us. We should seize the moment to think together as we prepare ourselves 
for the future. 

Looking forward, what is perhaps uppermost in my mind is the need for us to bring together, 
in a comprehensive way, the many rapidly changing patterns in the world of work and the 
ways in which they affect our mandate and programmes and challenge our technical capaci-
ties. Together, they bring far-reaching new questions to the door of governments, employers 
and workers. We of course know a lot about individual issues, but we need to strengthen our 
efforts to identify the way labour markets and jobs are changing, their interactions, and their 
policy implications within a globalization process, which is itself evolving. This knowledge 
base should be, after all, the “core” of our core competencies.

As we prepare ourselves to implement the next programme and budget, I am launching a 
process within the Offi ce – in the regions and at headquarters – to bring together and assess 

Within the framework of our programme, making decent work a global goal requires four 
interlinked sets of actions by the ILO: 

• First, to make further progress, the ILO will need to lead an effort to reinvigorate tri-
partism and contribute to a strengthening of trade unions, employers’ organizations 
and ministries of employment, labour and social affairs. We must work together to 
expand the voice and infl uence of tripartism on national and global issues.

• Second, ILO constituents can campaign to make decent work for all a guiding 
principle of national economic, social and environmental development strategies. 
Promoting agreement on its central importance to society and the economy will help 
to bring about a convergence of policies in different fi elds and avoid the risk that lack 
of coherence constrains growth in decent work opportunities and sound investment 
and macroeconomic policies. 

• Third, a similar drive is needed at the level of the multilateral system to recognize 
the signifi cance of decent work for the international development agenda and its 
contribution to the goals of poverty reduction and a fully inclusive and equitable 
globalization which were called for by the Millennium Declaration. 

• Fourth, through decent work country programmes, the ILO should equip itself to con-
tribute more effectively within its mandate to national sustainable development, as 
well as to the international policies giving it support.



our knowledge on changing patterns of work and production. We will naturally also draw heav-
ily on the experience and networks of our constituents. Together with a better perspective on 
major trends and their implications for our mandate and future activities, I am sure it will help 
us identify, as well, information gaps and weaknesses in our critical mass. I plan to bring the 
results to you in time for next year’s Conference. Your insights into key aspects of this issue 
are welcome in the plenary discussion this year.

In fact this year, with the major social policy report on the theme of “Youth: Pathways to 
decent work”, we are already examining the outlook for the next generation of the world’s 
workforce. I am looking forward to the discussion in the Conference Committee on this issue 
and their conclusions. 

But we also have immediate challenges. This short introduction to the Conference high-
lights a number of current issues before the Organization, many of which have fi gured on the 
agenda of the Governing Body during the past year, and are summarized in the report of its 
Chairperson, Mr. Séguin.1 Our reports can be considered together.2

Consolidating progress to move forward
My proposed 2006-07 programme and budget is a continuation of a process we began to-
gether in 1999 when we shifted our programming methodology to an approach based on 
strategic objectives and measurable outcomes. This now enables the Governing Body and the 
Conference to see more clearly how we allocate resources to our policy priorities – and sub-
sequently to assess results. I believe that it has improved, and is continuing to improve, the 
governance of the ILO by ensuring that the Governing Body and the Conference can decide on 
objectives and evaluate performance. 

The Strategic Policy Framework for the programme continues to be built on the four pillars 
of decent work – fundamental principles and rights at work, employment and income opportu-
nities for women and men, social protection, and social dialogue and tripartism. They form an 
integrated concept of the principles and policies essential to advancing conditions of life and 
work worldwide. Together with the cross-cutting themes of gender equality and development, 
they represent a contemporary expression of the ILO’s enduring values and mission.

The programme and budget which has been submitted to this year’s Conference takes as 
its theme “Making decent work a global goal”. It continues to modernize our mechanisms of 
strategic planning, responding to the changing but increasing demands for our services. On 
the programme side, I was pleased to see broad agreement on priorities during the process of 
preparation and discussion of my proposals. In general, our constituents value the work of the 
Offi ce and are asking for more technical support. 

The extensive discussions on the level of the budget were diffi cult. Nevertheless I believe 
that my proposals, which were adjusted to take account of the various views expressed, are 
well-balanced. I have maintained the real level of resources for the regions, increased fund-
ing for tripartite initiatives on youth employment, ensured basic funding for the Maritime 
Conference, allocated a small amount for urgent institutional investments and made sub-
stantial reductions to the overall level of the budget initially proposed as requested by major 
funders. I commend the programme and budget to you and look forward to its adoption at the 
budget level recommended by the Governing Body. 

The Millennium +5:
The Decent Work Agenda in the multilateral system
In September this year the United Nations General Assembly will open with a Heads of State 
Summit to review the implementation of the Millennium Declaration fi ve years on. As we 
know, progress is mixed and concern is increasing that too many countries are making too 
little progress towards the goals established for 2015. 

The importance of employment for women and youth in poverty-reducing development is 
recognized in the Millennium Declaration. Nevertheless, the Decent Work Agenda, with all its 

1 Report of the Chairperson of the Governing Body to the Conference, Provisional Record No. 1, International Labour 
Conference, 93rd Session, Geneva, 2005.

2 My Introduction to the Conference serves as Report I (A) envisaged under article 12 of the Conference Standing Orders. The 
Appendix is the Report on the situation of workers in the occupied Arab territories.



components, could make a much bigger contribution to achieving all the goals set out in the 
Millennium Declaration. The United Nations Secretary-General’s report on the Millennium 
+5 for the General Assembly, “In larger freedom”,3 underscores the importance of “providing 
decent jobs that both provide income and empower the poor, especially women and younger 
people”. On this basis, greater emphasis needs to be given to the centrality of productive 
employment for poverty reduction than was contained in the Millennium Declaration and the 
Millennium Development Goals.

Alongside the follow-up to the Millennium Declaration, the multilateral system is engaged 
in a range of actions founded on commitments made at the series of major summits in the 
1990s. This year is the tenth anniversary of the Copenhagen and Beijing conferences, both of 
which marked major progress in the integration of the ILO’s focus on employment and labour 
issues into the global social development and gender equality agendas. 

During its Beijing +10 review this March, the Commission on the Status of Women adopted 
an economic empowerment resolution which specifi cally made reference to the Decent Work 
Agenda and the World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization’s report. The 
poverty eradication commitment of the Copenhagen Summit has had an important impact 
on the work of the United Nations and the Bretton Woods institutions, serving as a substan-
tive foundation for the Millennium Declaration. It has also given global political support 
to the importance of core labour standards and thus paved the way for the Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. However, unfortunately, the two other interlinked 
goals of full employment and social cohesion established by the Social Summit, have not re-
ceived the same attention. This was underlined by the United Nations Commission for Social 
Development last February.

Articulating the synergies between full employment, poverty reduction and social cohesion, 
with a strong gender perspective, is an important part of the ILO’s mandate that is particularly 
relevant at the present time in many parts of the world. In our work with countries, the World 
Bank and other agencies on poverty reduction strategies and in other development planning 
mechanisms, the ILO has sought to highlight that for the vast majority of individuals, families 
and communities, having a fair chance of fi nding and keeping a decent job is critical for suc-
cessful action on poverty.

The Offi ce and constituents will need to maintain and increase this advocacy of a decent 
work perspective in economic and social policies locally, nationally and internationally. The 
ILO’s unique structure, giving representatives of workers and employers an equal standing 
with governments in decision-taking, provides a vital connection to the reality of daily working 
life and of managing enterprises that the multilateral system sorely needs.

This is confi rmed by the support expressed in a number of recent international meetings 
of ministers and of Heads of State and Government for an increased focus on decent and 
productive employment in a global policy environment conducive to inclusive social and eco-
nomic development. The African Union Extraordinary Summit on Employment and Poverty 
Alleviation in Africa, held in Ouagadougou in September 2004, decided, inter alia, to “place 
employment creation as an explicit and central objective of our economic and social policies 
at national, regional and continental levels for sustainable poverty alleviation …”. In the same 
vein, the Organization of American States’ Summit of the Americas, to be held this year in 
Argentina, will address the issues of poverty, employment and democratic governance.

The Lisbon agenda of the European Union and the recent social policy statement of the 
Commission go in the same direction. Next October, in the Republic of Korea, we will be 
addressing these issues at our tripartite Asian Regional Meeting, bringing together member 
States from Asia and the Pacifi c and the Middle East, as we did in February with member 
States from Europe and Central Asia at the European Regional Meeting in Budapest.

Looking beyond the Millennium +5 Summit, the ILO is called upon to play an increasingly 
active role, within our mandate, in national and international discussions about strategies 
for poverty reduction, job-intensive growth and wider development issues, and in building an 
inclusive and equitable globalization. 

In this regard, the report A fair globalization: Creating opportunities for all of the World 
Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization has created awareness of the central-
ity of decent work in ensuring that globalization becomes a positive force for all the world’s 

3 United Nations General Assembly (New York, doc. A/59/2005).



people. In resolution 59/57 on the report, the United Nations General Assembly “… within 
the framework of the comprehensive review of the implementation of the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration … Calls upon the organs and bodies of the United Nations, and in-
vites the organizations of the United Nations system, to consider within their mandates the 
report of the World Commission, and also calls upon Member States to consider the report; 
… Invites relevant organizations of the United Nations system and other relevant multilateral 
bodies to provide information to the Secretary-General on their activities to promote an in-
clusive and equitable globalization ...”. By so doing, the General Assembly has acknowledged 
the contribution of the report and is fostering a necessary discussion within the multilateral 
system on this important issue.

In this context, the constituents of the ILO are well placed to enhance awareness of the 
Decent Work Agenda in relevant international organizations and to promote improved coher-
ence in policy-making and implementation. At the national level this requires a stronger voice 
for ministries of employment, labour and social affairs and strengthened tripartism. 

Decent work country programmes
The preparation of decent work country programmes is an important operational innovation. 
They will be the integrated expression of the ILO’s contribution and support to decent work 
as a national objective in any particular country. Progressively, they will be the main delivery 
vehicle for the Programme and Budget for 2006-07. I trust they will enhance the capacity of 
the tripartite voice of the world of work to be heard and taken into account in policy-making 
at local, national and international levels. The integrating strength of the Decent Work Agenda 
helps our Organization to deliver more and better services to constituents. It also enables us 
to interact more effectively with other international organizations to work together in address-
ing the challenges of shaping a fairer globalization and achieving the goals set by the Millen-
nium Declaration.

We will be discussing with constituents how the ILO can best support them to integrate 
the different strands of their own strategies for decent work. The programmes will build on 
the encouraging experience gathered in the decent work pilot programme which we initiated 
in 2001 and on the experience of our regular core activities. This pilot programme showed 
that there was no blueprint, but that they should evolve through a process of dialogue to re-
spond fully to national needs and priorities. National ownership drives this approach. Some 
programmes are likely to be more comprehensive than others, at least to start with. Our aim 
is to ensure that by integrating our portfolio of policy tools we can increase the impact of our 
activities and support the essential role of employment, labour and social affairs ministries, 
trade unions and employers’ organizations in national development. 

I am optimistic that the very broad agreement around the four pillars of decent work will 
generate both the political will and the operational capacity to make major progress in plac-
ing decent work at the heart of development strategies and the drive for poverty reduction. 
Decent work country programmes, designed and implemented with the governments, employ-
ers’ organizations and trade unions of our member States, should give a practical thrust to 
our common efforts to ensure that national development strategies contribute effectively to 
improving decent work opportunities. We welcome delegates’ advice on how to realize the full 
potential of this new approach.

Our ability to deliver will – given the obvious restraint on regular budget resources I have 
mentioned – depend to a large extent on the mobilization of signifi cantly increased extra-
budgetary resources for technical cooperation. On this issue, we must work together to ensure 
that cooperation policies of developed countries include in a much more prominent way the 
necessary support to the span of issues involved in the implementation of the Decent Work 
Agenda; for example, reinforcing the organizational capacities of the social partners, the la-
bour inspection responsibilities of ministries or the development of labour market institutions 
are rarely an important part of offi cial development assistance.

In this respect, African fi nance ministers, in a memorandum to their Heads of State in 
August 2004, expressed the view “that the present context, characterized by a strong cor-
relation between poverty and the lack of decent work, requires that employment be placed at 
the heart of offi cial development assistance priorities”.

We must also create better conditions to support the exchange of experiences among de-
veloping countries on technical and policy issues of common interest. This area, I believe, 



has great potential and could be funded not only by traditional donor countries but also by 
developing countries themselves interested in promoting South-South cooperation among 
countries with similar problems.

Youth: Pathways to decent work
The ILO is playing a major international role in policy development for employment of young 
people as lead agency in the United Nations Secretary-General’s Youth Employment Network 
(YEN) which is supported by the United Nations General Assembly resolution on promoting 
youth employment.4 We are working together with the World Bank and the United Nations. 
Eleven countries have stepped forward to volunteer as lead countries for the YEN: Azerbaijan, 
Brazil, Egypt, Indonesia, Islamic Republic of Iran, Mali, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal 
and Sri Lanka. I want to thank them. They have committed themselves to playing an active 
role in the preparations and implementation of national action plans for youth employment. 
The Commission for Africa, launched by British Prime Minister Tony Blair, has called on de-
veloped countries to provide an additional US$30 million over three years to expand the YEN 
to 25 sub-Saharan African countries in support of the prioritization of employment, with youth 
as a key target group – agreed at the African Union’s Extraordinary Summit in Ouagadougou. 

The ILO and the YEN are also committed to the United Nations Millennium Development 
Goals, in particular Goal 8, which sets as one of its targets the development and implementa-
tion of strategies for decent and productive work for youth, in collaboration with developing 
countries. These responsibilities are a refl ection of the long-standing commitment of ILO 
constituents and the Organization to the promotion of decent work for all young women and 
men. 

I want to highlight the Conference Report, Youth: Pathways to decent work, which provides 
a global overview of youth employment and the socio-economic factors which help or hinder 
young people in getting decent jobs. It has been prepared with a view to developing further 
our policies and actions on a crucial part of our agenda. 

The fi rst employment experiences of young women and men occur at a time when oppor-
tunities can be opened or closed. These have a determining infl uence on the whole of their 
subsequent working lives. The Report discusses national-level initiatives and identifi es key 
lessons in formulating successful policies and programmes. It also illustrates ILO support to 
constituents in promoting decent work for young people, highlighting approaches and tools 
that have been – or could be – useful to constituents. 

Promoting entrepreneurship and enterprise creation is key to increasing employment gener-
ally and youth employment in particular. This is an area where tripartite knowledge and ex-
perience can help defi ne best practices to stimulate an enabling environment for investment 
covering the wide range of diverse policy needs from self-employment to foreign investment. 
For many young women and men, jobs in smaller enterprises are the fi rst step into working 
life. Some young people go on themselves to start a business. A healthy small fi rm sector is 
an important part of strategies to alleviate the vicious cycle of poverty and social exclusion. 
Governments need to encourage a broad and dynamic concept of entrepreneurship to stimu-
late both individual initiative and broader initiatives in a wide range of organizations which 
include, but go beyond, the private sector: local community initiatives, cooperatives, the pub-
lic sector, workers’ and youth organizations and many others. From primary school onwards, 
we need to promote a culture of creativity in all fi elds of life.

I look forward to the advice from the Committee on Youth Employment to the plenary on 
how to take forward our goal of ensuring that the current generation of young women and men 
now entering the labour market will have the chance to fi nd and keep a decent job or start 
and develop a business, including productive activities in the informal economy and the rural 
sector. This is a critical issue for the stability and security of many countries, and it is decisive 
as to whether the world can mobilize not only to leave poverty behind us but also to show that 
adults can act responsibly towards the next generation.

Standards: Setting, promotion and application
The second Global Report on forced labour is the subject for discussion under the follow-up 

to the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. Each year the follow-up 

4 United Nations General Assembly resolution (A/RES/57/165).



process helps us to know more about the issues involved in achieving full respect for these 
rights and principles. This year for the fi rst time we have estimated that there are at least 
12.3 million victims of forced labour around the world. Of these, 9.8 million are exploited by 
private agents, including more than 2.4 million in forced labour as a result of human traffi ck-
ing. The remaining 2.5 million are forced to work by the State or by rebel groups. 

I hope that this Report raises further awareness of an unacceptable practice that should 
never be tolerated. I invite you to put it uppermost on your advocacy agenda. We must be 
leaders in combating and prosecuting those for whom traffi cking and debt bondage are seen 
as normal sources of income. Traffi cking alone is a 32 billion dollar global business. This 
is basically an ethical issue that confronts our consciousness as individuals and societies. 
Eradicating forced labour is diffi cult but possible. Through a multi-stakeholder global alli-
ance, we should be able to muster the will – from local communities to international organiza-
tions – to end forced labour. Tripartism should lead the way.

This year’s Conference will also see the culmination of several years of preparation and 
discussion of possible new comprehensive standards on work in the fi shing sector. We shall 
also take a further step forward with an integrated approach to a promotional framework for 
occupational safety and health. These are two key contributions to our policy tools. Much 
hard work has gone into underpinning your analysis of those items. I am certain that we shall 
move forward.

The General Survey on hours of work, From fi xed to fl exible? shows yet again the impor-
tance of the ILO’s systematic collection of information on the issues covered in our standards 
as a means of benchmarking what is happening in the world of work. The discussion in the 
Conference Committee on the Application of Standards on this General Survey can also make 
a useful contribution to the Decent Work Agenda; indeed, despite the obvious and often 
repeated interest in the subject, we have over the years had few occasions to examine the 
delicate but important issue of working time.

Standard setting, as well as the promotion and application of standards, embeds values 
that command widespread – and in some cases universal – support into the whole of our 
Organization. In a turbulent world the ILO has an anchor in the principles and good practice 
contained in our Conventions, Recommendations and other normative instruments. The sys-
tem continues to evolve to meet new challenges while safeguarding the often hard-learned 
lessons of the past. The work of our Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions 
and Recommendations comes to fruition at a time when the Committee on the Application of 
Standards is examining its reports at each Conference. Reading the Committee of Experts’ re-
port, which addresses so many diffi cult situations around the world, reminds us of how much 
time and care is taken to help our member States respect their commitments. The Offi ce, as 
always, is prepared to act on your conclusions through dialogue and technical cooperation.

The form and style of the Conference 
The Governing Body has recently resumed consideration of possible improvements in the 
functioning of the International Labour Conference. One aspect we are examining is how to 
combine the constitutional duties of the Conference with a more modern and interactive style 
of event. 

Various possibilities include a wider use of the well-known method of panel discussions in 
the plenary in which a small number of speakers introduce a topic for debate, and delegates 
put forward their views or ask questions to the panel in very short interventions without pre-
pared speeches; at the end of the session, the panel speakers are given an opportunity to 
respond. This approach makes it more interesting and useful for everybody. I constantly hear 
complaints about the monotony of set speeches, although stating positions must continue to 
be a key role of the plenary.

Many delegates also fi nd the length of the Conference cumbersome because of other re-
sponsibilities. Shorter Conferences would, however, entail advance meetings and negotiation 
of texts that require adoption. Thus shorter may not mean less costly or time-consuming to 
the Organization and to countries which send tripartite delegations. However, there may well 
be other options to be considered.

Delegates clearly wish to inform others about signifi cant developments in their own country 
and this is very useful and important. I believe we should also consider how we might make 
greater use of the Internet as a means of exchanging information and ideas to supplement the 



vital interaction between delegates which occurs in the debates at the Conference. But the 
Internet is not yet universal, and perhaps we can fi nd other ways of achieving this part of the 
function of the Conference so as to better use our plenary sessions for interactive exchanges 
to enrich our policy development.

Other possibilities include special events organized by employers’ and workers’ organiza-
tions for Conference delegates. The tripartite regional dimensions of the ILO’s work could also 
fi nd more prominence in the agenda and activities of the Conference or its preparation. Some 
have even suggested that the Conference could, from time to time, be held in cities other than 
Geneva, with an appropriate contribution from the host country, which would considerably 
improve the visibility of the ILO and its work around the world – although this could prove to 
be very costly.

We need to redouble our efforts to ensure that all delegations include more women. It is 
time, indeed past time, to move towards a target of at least 40 per cent of Conference dele-
gates being women.

Ideas on the form and style of the Conference would be welcome at this stage of our refl ec-
tion. The task would be one of innovation while keeping the strengths and essential features 
of the International Labour Conference – the considered tripartite negotiation of key policy 
positions and international labour standards as well as the delegates’ freedom of speech.

On all of these issues, I seek your vision and your guidance. The 2005 International Labour 
Conference presents a timely opportunity for our constituents – the leading voices in the world 
of work – to refl ect on the challenges we face together in our complex, diffi cult and changing 
world. No individual or institution has all the answers. But by staying true to the values we 
represent and that are the strength of our Organization, I am convinced that we will offer our 
distinctive and vital contribution to building societies that are more fair and a world that is 
more secure. I am confi dent that dialogue and discussion will help guide the way for us all as 
we seek common sense solutions to deliver dignity to workers and decency to work. 


