
THE JO URN AL OF COM M·E R C E 
TIJURSDAY APRIL 9, I 998 

The ILO needs more muscle 
I 

BY STEVE CHARNOVITZ . 
In late March, the governing 

body of the' International Labor 
Organization elected Chilean 

. Juan Somavia as the next direc-
tor-general. The election of Mr. 
Somavia - the first person 
from •a developing country to 
head the ILO - presents an . 
opportunity to remake the or-
ganization into a more effective 
international agency. A revital-
ized ILO can improve the glob-
al economy by helping coun-
tries make better use of their 
human resources. 

Mr. Somavia, a lawyer by 
training, has served as Chile's 
representative to the United 
Nations since 1990 and held 
numerous .· leadership 
positions ' in U.N. 
economic and social 
committees. Although 
Mr. Somavia has not 
had extensive in-
volvement with the 
110, he has a year to 
prepare· himself be-
fore taking office in 
March 1999. 

Over the past dec-
ade, many groups 
have criticized the 

1 • ILO as "toothless" for · 
not enforcing its la-
bor conventions with 
trade sanctions. Oth-
ers say It is removed 
from the economic , 
problems of develop-
ing countries. Vutu-
ally everyone agrees 
there is little public 
awareness of the or-
ganization and its 
mission. 

· Against Child Labor - with 
marchers from five continents 
- converges on the IW's an-
nual conference in Geneva. 

These initiatives are con-
structive, but deeper reforms 
are needed. Here are four pro-
posals: 

First, employers need to be 
given a greater stake in the 
ILO's program. Employer dele-
gates have tended to view their 
role as "damage control." This 
follows because the IW is not 
interested in situations where 
·national labor standards are too 

. "high." 
For example, laws that make 

it costly to restructure a firm's 
work force ~ay hinder invest-

to honor basic worker rights. 
Third, the IW needs to in-

crease involvement by civil so-
ciety. This critique is ironic be-
cause the IW is the only 
international organization to 
give 'full membership rights to 
non-governmental organiza-
tions. 

But the private organizations 
taking part in the IW reflect 
only a narrow band of the civil 
society spectrum. For example, 
chambers of commerce, sus-
tainable development councils. 
consumer groups and human 
rights coalitions are given little 
opportunity to participate in 
the ILO. 

Fourth, the ILO 
should .devote more at-
tention to helping 
shane international 
economic policy. Ex-

. panded trade and in-
vestment clearly bene-
fits workers, yet these 
issues are rarely dis-
cussed in the ILO. It 
has been more than 30 
years since the ILO rec-
ommended that indus-
trial countries increase 
their imports from de-
veloping. countries 
"thus promoting mutu-
al trade and increased 
employment ·in the 
production of exports." 
Just as war is too im-
portant to be left to 
the generals, free trade 

· is too important to be 
left to the trade minis-
ters who oversee the 
World Trade Organiza-

The ILO, established in 1919 ment in a country, and thereby 
is the only surviving institutio~ h~ that country's workers. Yet 
~f the original League of Na- . ~s common constraint re• 
lions. Now a specialized U.N. ce1ves no ILO attention. Some-
?gency, it seeks to raise work- times this situation is addressed 
mg co~ditions through stand- by the International Monetary 

tion. 
1 

ard-setttng, technical assistance F d B 'f and a complaint procedure. un · ut I the ILO attended 
Delegates from national worker to these employment problems 
and employer organizations di- the IMF would not have to pro~ 
r~ctly participate in 1LO deci- pose corrective action, so late. 
s10n making Second, the ILO should emu-

In_ response to criticism, the late successful, global environ-
lW is expanding efforts to pro- mental strategies that provide 
tect workers. A new initiative finan~ial assistance to countries 
would survey progress in every that implement key treaties. ' . 
country toward achieving fun- · Th~ks to fu,nding' 'from sev-
damental labor rights regardless era!_ .,~dustrial , t!ciutitries, the 
of ~hether a country ratified 1LO now · has significant re-
applicable ILO conventions. sources to sponsor experiments 

' A better functioning ILO is 8 
good thing in itself. But it 
would also help the WTO by 
relieving political pressure on it 
to write a rule regaliding the vi-
olation of fundamental labor 
rights in the manufacture of 
products placed in international 
commerce. Thus, those who 
want to . keep the worker rights 
debate out .of the WTO should 
not ?verlook this opportunity . 
It wlil not be: easy to reform 
the. 80?ear-old ILO. Yet if Mr. 
Somav1a can catalyze needed 
change, he can enhance th 
ILO' I · e · s ro e m global governance. N~xt month, the· IW will that help eradicate child labor. 

consider a convention to crim- But these new projects must be 
bat extreme practices of child !Ilanaged effectively with fund-
labor when the Global March mg allocated to governments Stev~ ~·harnovitz directs·tl,e Global 
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