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Executive summary: This paper discusses the preparations of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) for and expected contribution to the United Nations General Assembly 
High-level Dialogue on International Migration and Development, which will be held in New 
York on 3-4 October 2013. Given the centrality of the world of work to the migration and 
development relationship, which was affirmed by the ILO’s Governing Body in November 
2012, the ILO’s work and activities on labour migration are integral to the overall theme of 
the High-level Dialogue and cut across all four roundtable themes. Examples are provided of 
the ILO’s comparative advantage with respect to the specific roundtable themes in terms of its 
tools and expertise in relation to the subject-matter covered, the relevant actors the ILO can 
bring to the table to reconcile competing interests and to enhance policy coherence, and the 
experience the ILO offers in terms of processes. The paper concludes by referencing a number 
of on-going ILO activities in light of the High-level Dialogue and its follow-up, namely the 
preparatory regional meetings for the High-level Dialogue; contributions to strengthening the 
knowledge base on labour migration and development, including those being undertaken in 
collaboration with Global Migration Group (GMG) agencies and other partners; and the ILO 
tripartite technical meeting on labour migration that will be held in Geneva on 4-8 November 
2013. 
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A. INTRODUCTION 
 
The human desire to seek decent employment and livelihoods is at the core of the migration-
development nexus. This is most commonly reflected in the considerable academic and policy 
interest generated in the scale of remittances to developing countries,1 but where it can be too 
easily forgotten that these monies are sent to families and communities at origin by millions of 
migrants who work very hard every day. It is also expressed in the linkages between 
migration, employment and social protection, and the need to gain an improved understanding 
of their impact on economic and social development in countries of origin, transit and 
destination, including how the labour and skills of migrants fill actual and projected labour 
market demands in countries of destination. And the numbers of international migrants in 
employment are hardly insignificant. In fact, the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
estimates that over 50 per cent of the 214 international migrants today are economically 
active, a figure that is closer to 90 per cent if their family members are also counted. 2  
Moreover, almost half of the total international migrant population are women, migrating 
increasingly for employment on their own account, and an estimated one in eight are between 
the ages of 15 and 24, thus highlighting the diverse labour market profiles of international 
migrants in this globalized world.3

 
Consequently, the world of work needs to be adequately reflected in and mainstreamed into 
debates on international migration and development at the global, regional and national levels. 
At its three hundred and sixteenth Session in November 2012, the ILO’s Governing Body 
called on the Office “to identify key priorities for substantive follow-up to the United Nations 
General Assembly High-level Dialogue on International Migration and Development, and to 
ensure that the promotion of effectively operating labour markets offering decent work 
becomes a central element in discussions on migration and development”.4 This also means 
giving due recognition to the principal stakeholders engaged in the world of work – the ILO’s 
tripartite constituents of ministries of labour, employers’ and workers’ organizations – and 
designing appropriate mechanisms and processes to make labour migration between countries 
and regions more equitable and effective, thus enhancing its beneficial impact on sustainable 
development processes. 
 
 

B. HIGH-LEVEL DIALOGUE ON INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

 
As discussed below, the ILO’s work and activities on international labour migration are very 
relevant to the overall theme of the second United Nations General Assembly High-level 
Dialogue on International Migration and Development – “Identifying concrete measures to 
strengthen coherence and cooperation at all levels, with a view to enhancing the benefits of 
international migration for migrants and countries alike and its important links to 
development, while reducing its negative implications” – and to the four roundtable themes.5 
The High-level Dialogue presents an important opportunity for the international community to 
enhance its understanding of the migration and development relationship at a critical juncture 
in global debates on development, which include the 2014 General Assembly Special Session 
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on the follow-up to the International Conference on Population and Development and the post-
2015 United Nations development agenda. 
 
Roundtable 1: Assessing the effects of international migration on sustainable development and 

identifying relevant priorities in view of the preparation of the post-2015 development 
framework 

 
Given that a great part of international migration today concerns persons who are 
economically active, the ILO considers international migration to be essentially about the 
search for productive employment, decent work and livelihoods, with the result that the world 
of work cuts across all three pillars (economic, social and environmental) of sustainable 
development. For example, one of the strategic objectives of the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda 
is developing and enhancing measures of social protection, which is not only fundamental to 
the social pillar of sustainable development but is also integral to the economic pillar because 
it serves as an important investment in terms of increasing or at least upholding productivity. 
In this regard, extension of social protection to all residents, including migrants, through the 
four basic social security guarantees outlined in the ILO Social Protection Floors 
Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202),6 is key to sustainable development. Moreover, it should 
also be recognized that migrant workers contribute to the sustainability of social security 
systems in countries of destination, particularly in developed countries. 
 
The ILO is actively engaging in the process, preparations and debates on what a post-2015 
development agenda should look like to ensure that decent work is considered as an integral 
component of the post-2015 roadmap. The ILO has taken the lead on the global thematic 
consultation on growth and employment, and is participating as a contributor in the following 
thematic consultations: inequalities, education and skills, environmental sustainability, 
governance, and population dynamics (where international migration is being discussed as one 
of the four population megatrends). 
 
The ILO’s aim in these debates is to include the need to address protection challenges faced by 
migrant workers, such as those relating to their working conditions, wages, occupational 
safety and health, and migration status; improve labour market needs-assessments and other 
knowledge gaps concerning data on labour shortages and surpluses; increase social protection 
of migrants, including through portability of social security benefits; address the recognition 
of diplomas, qualifications and skills; facilitate freer labour mobility, particularly in regional 
integration spaces; build a political consensus on the positive contributions of migrant workers 
to destination countries’ economies; mainstream employment and labour rights in migration 
and development policies; and to demonstrate the symbiotic relationships between these issues 
and sustainable development. 
 

Roundtable 2: Measures to ensure respect for and protection of the human rights of all 
migrants, with particular reference to women and children, as well as to prevent and combat 
the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons and to ensure orderly, regular and safe 

migration 
 
The ILO has a distinct constitutional mandate on labour migration and the protection of men 
and women migrant workers, and thus is in a unique position to contribute significantly to 
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preparations for this roundtable. Moreover, in addition to focusing on the rights’ and/or social 
protection dimensions of international migration, the ILO also offers substantial expertise on 
labour market issues Therefore, the ILO can play a crucial role in identifying important 
linkages between worker protection and the economic dimensions of migration in both 
countries of origin and destination, thus enhancing the understanding of their wider 
relationship to development and assisting in formulation of appropriate employment policies. 
 
All international labour standards apply to migrant workers unless otherwise stated, and the 
particular significance of fundamental principles and rights at work7 as human rights has been 
recently reaffirmed by the International Labour Conference.8 The ILO has also pioneered 
specific standards for the governance of labour migration and protection of migrant workers, 
namely the Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97) and the Migrant 
Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention, No. 143 as well as accompanying 
Recommendations No. 86 and 151. These standards are complemented by the 2006 ILO 
Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration comprising non-binding principles and 
guidelines for a rights-based approach to labour migration while recognizing labour market 
needs,9 endorsed by the International Labour Conference in its Plan of Action for migrant 
workers in 2004. The Framework’s relevance as a model policy and practical tool on labour 
migration has been recognized by ILO constituents as well as other stakeholders in a number 
of countries, such as for example in Sri Lanka. The Framework also featured prominently as 
an important resource tool in wide-ranging discussions on labour migration during Civil 
Society Days at the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) in November 
2011. Pursuant to the Governing Body decision in November 2012, the ILO is conducting an 
in-depth evaluation of its response to the changing landscape of international labour migration, 
including its progress on the promotion of the Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration 
with a view to better offering an informed contribution to the High-level Dialogue. 
 
Additional international labour standards of particular relevance to the theme of this 
roundtable are the Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189), which has now achieved 
four ratifications10 and which was the subject of extensive discussions at both the government 
and civil society parts of the recent GFMD summit meeting in Mauritius; and the Private 
Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181), which contains salient standards 
regarding the recruitment of migrant workers. The ILO Social Protection Floors 
Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202), referred to above, is also important. 
 
With regard to trafficking in persons, the ILO recently held a meeting of Experts on Forced 
Labour and Trafficking for Labour Exploitation (11-15 February 2013) that discussed gaps in 
existing coverage of ILO standards with a view to determining whether there is a need for 
standard setting to complement the ILO’s forced labour Conventions (No. 29 and No. 105) to 
address prevention and victim protection, including compensation; and to address human 
trafficking for labour exploitation.11 Consequently, the outcome of these discussions can feed 
into those at roundtable 2, which presents a good opportunity to rethink the paradigm of 
interventions accordingly. 
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Roundtable 3: Strengthening partnerships and cooperation on international migration, 
mechanisms to effectively integrate migration into development policies and promoting 

coherence at all levels 
 
Given the centrality of the world of work to international labour migration, the ILO can assist 
in creating an important space for labour ministries, trade unions and employers’ 
representatives in discussions on migration at national, bilateral, regional and global levels. 
While labour ministries in many countries are involved to a certain degree in the application of 
migration policies, most notably by determining the demand for migrant workers through 
labour market assessments and/or by issuing work permits, they often play lesser roles to 
interior/home affairs ministries in comprehensive discussions of these policies. In this regard, 
the ILO can facilitate access of labour ministries to such debates, particularly in those 
countries that adopt a “whole of government approach” to the governance of labour migration, 
including its impact on development. The ILO’s long-standing experience with social dialogue 
processes can also ensure that the formulation and implementation of national labour 
migration policies takes place with the full participation of employers’ and workers’ 
organizations, thus enhancing the effectiveness and legitimacy of these policies. Cooperation 
between these non-State actors across borders can also enhance the protection of migrant 
workers and their access to trade union rights in particular,12  most notably in destination 
countries where protection structures are relatively weak or underdeveloped. Finally, as 
demonstrated in the process leading up to the adoption of Convention No. 189 and in the 
context of the GFMD, the ILO has been able to build a bridge between governments, its 
employer and worker constituents and civil society organizations with a view to reconciling 
important interests and concerns. 
 

Roundtable 4: International and regional labour mobility and its impact on development 
 
As observed in the introduction, real socio-economic gains for sustainable development can be 
achieved through equitable and well-structured systems of labour migration and mobility, in 
both the South–North and South-South contexts. Such systems need to protect the rights of 
men and women migrant workers, particularly in those economic sectors (e.g. agriculture, 
domestic work, construction) involving higher risks to them, in terms of recruitment 
processes, their working conditions, wages, social security, and safety and health, while also 
giving due recognition to the employment, labour market and skills side of migration/mobility. 
Through its technical cooperation portfolio, the ILO seeks to advance the formulation and 
application of such labour migration regimes, by strengthening institutional mechanisms, 
promoting policy coherence and encouraging social dialogue. In this regard, the ILO is 
undertaking several technical cooperation projects relating to the good governance of labour 
migration in key regions of the world where labour migration/mobility is a prominent feature, 
notably Southeast Asia and the Asia-Pacific region, North, West and East Africa, the Middle 
East and Gulf States, and Central America, as well as in important countries of destination and 
origin such as Brazil, Bangladesh, the Philippines and Sri Lanka. In the wake of the adoption 
of Convention No. 189, the ILO has also recently embarked on a number of specific projects 
concerning migrant domestic workers at the global level, as well as in East Africa and the 
Arab States, with a view to their improved protection as well as promotion of the Convention 
(see Annex). 
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The breadth of ILO’s expertise is well reflected in a range of labour mobility initiatives 
concerning, amongst others, skills recognition and development, social security and social 
dialogue, undertaken within sub-regional and regional economic integration processes. For 
example, the ILO has been working with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and its Forum on Migrant Labour to enhance the capacity of social partners to 
influence migration policy and protect migrant workers, and the ILO’s collaboration with the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) has ensured the inclusion of migration in 
the draft protocol on employment and labour. In the East African Community (EAC), the ILO 
is supporting the development of a legal instrument to coordinate social security arrangements 
between Member countries. In the context of regional economic integration, portability of 
social security rights is especially important because it facilitates the free movement of 
workers with a view to realizing better integrated and functioning labour markets. 
 
 

C. LOOKING TOWARDS THE HIGH-LEVEL DIALOGUE AND BEYOND 
 

Regional Preparatory Meetings for the High-level Dialogue 
 
The ILO aims to actively contribute to the regional preparatory meetings for the High-level 
Dialogue that are being organized by the United Nations Regional Commissions, in 
collaboration with other relevant entities of the United Nations system including the ILO, as 
well as the IOM, with a view to also ensuring that these meetings involve the full participation 
of its tripartite constituents of ministries of labour, employers’ and workers’ organizations 
given the centrality of the world of work to international migration and development. 
 

Strengthening the Knowledge Base on Labour Migration and Development 
 
The following contributions to the knowledge base on labour migration and development, 
which relate to the High-level Dialogue’s four roundtable themes, are worth noting. With 
reference to the theme of the first roundtable, the ILO is preparing a thematic think piece on 
labour migration under the auspices of the United Nations system taskforce on the post-2015 
development agenda. There are a series of knowledge initiatives being undertaken in 
connection with the theme of the second roundtable. The Framework for Action on 
Maximizing the Contribution of Women Migrant Workers to Development aims to address a 
recognized knowledge gap in improving understanding of the nexus between migration, 
gender equality and development, while a forthcoming global report on youth labour 
migration sheds light on the connection between migration and prevailing employment trends 
of youth from selected countries of origin as well as the experiences of youth migrants in host 
countries. The ILO is also involved in a number of joint initiatives with Global Migration 
Group (GMG) agencies and other partners. In collaboration with the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the ILO is examining the linkages 
between labour mobility and refugees’ human development opportunities as well as how such 
mobility might facilitate access to durable solutions for refugees. In a European Commission-
funded research project carried out together with the Migration Policy Institute (MPI), the ILO 
looks at the labour market integration trajectories of newly arrived immigrants into middle-
skilled jobs. Together with the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) and the Office of the United 
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Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), a handbook is being prepared for 
parliamentarians on Migration, Governance and Human Rights, which aims to inform this 
important – albeit often overlooked – group of stakeholders on the human rights (and labour 
rights) framework underpinning international migration, including how this framework 
interfaces with development objectives. The ILO is also providing input to the UNICEF-led 
joint GMG publication on Adolescents, Youth and Migration, and is planning to make a 
contribution to the analytical report on Migration and Human Rights, which is being prepared 
by the OHCHR, pursuant to the United Nations Secretary-General’s Decision No. 2012/19 on 
International Migration, and in collaboration with GMG agencies and other United Nations 
system partners. Finally, the ILO has commenced work on a methodology to better evaluate 
outcomes for migrant workers under various labour migration programmes, which is of 
particular relevance to the themes of roundtables 3 and 4. 
 

Tripartite Technical Meeting on Labour Migration 
 
By virtue of the decision of the ILO’s Governing Body in November 2012, the ILO is 
convening a global tripartite technical meeting on labour migration on 4-8 November 2013, 
which will enable it to assess the outcomes of the High-level Dialogue and consider possible 
areas for follow-up. The meeting will involve the ILO’s tripartite constituents, and other 
important stakeholders such as GMG agencies and civil society organizations will be invited 
as participants and observers. Four themes are being proposed for discussion at this meeting: 
(i) Labour and work-related issues in the international debates on migration and development 
and the post-2015 development agenda; (ii) Protection of migrant workers, with reference to 
the particular vulnerabilities of low and middle-skilled workers; (iii) Labour market and 
migration issues, including recognition and certification of skills, and methodologies/strategies 
for assessing labour market needs; and (iv) International cooperation and social dialogue for 
well-governed international and regional labour migration and mobility. The modalities for 
this meeting will be discussed by the ILO’s Governing Body at its forthcoming session in 
March 2013. 
 

 

 

                                                            

 
NOTES 

 
1 Estimated at USD 406 billion in 2012. See D. Ratha, et al., “Remittances to developing countries will surpass $400 billion in 

2012”, Migration and Development Brief 19, Development Prospects Group, Migration and Remittances Unit, World Bank, 
Washington, D.C., 20 November 2012, available at http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resources/334934-
1288990760745/MigrationDevelopmentBrief19.pdf (accessed 14 February 2013). 

2 International labour migration: A rights-based approach, Geneva, International Labour Office, 2010, p. 18. 
3 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, International Migration in a Globalizing World: The Role of 

Youth, Population Division, United Nations, New York, 2011. 
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4 International Labour Office, Governing Body, 316th Session, Geneva, 1-16 November 2012, Policy Development Section, 
Employment and Social Protection Segment, Decision of 8 November 2012. See http://www.ilo.org/gb/decisions/GB316-
decision/WCMS_192865/lang--en/index.htm (accessed 14 February 2013). For the background document (GB.316/POL/1) 
informing this decision, see http://www.ilo.org/gb/GBSessions/GB316/pol/WCMS_191013/lang--en/index.htm (accessed 14 
February 2013). 

5 United Nations General Assembly Resolution 67/219 on International migration and development, 12 December 2012, 
United Nations doc. A/C.2/67/L.15/Rev.1, paragraphs 3(a) and 3(c). 

6 These basic social security guarantees comprise essential health care to all persons; basic income security for children; basic 
income security to persons of active age who are unable to earn a sufficient income, in particular in cases of sickness, 
unemployment, maternity and disability; and basic income security for older persons. 

7 As embodied in the eight ILO core conventions concerned with combating forced labour, eliminating child labour, trade 
union rights, and non-discrimination and equality of opportunity and treatment in employment. 

8  International Labour Conference, 101st Session, June 2012, Conclusions concerning the recurrent discussion on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, available at http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---
relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_182951.pdf (accessed 14 February 2013), paragraph 5(b). 

9 ILO Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration: Non-binding principles and guidelines for a rights-based approach to 
labour migration, Geneva, International Labour Office, 2006, available at 
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/migrant/download/multilat_fwk_en.pdf (accessed 14 February 2013). 

10 Italy, Mauritius, the Philippines and Uruguay have ratified Convention No. 189, which will now enter into force on 5 
September 2013. The Convention is accompanied by non-binding Recommendation No. 201. 

11 The recent ILO global estimate of forced labour indicates that the majority of victims are trafficked for labour exploitation. 
See ILO 2012 Global estimate of forced labour – Executive summary, available at http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/-
--ed_norm/---declaration/documents/publication/wcms_181953.pdf (accessed 14 February 2013), p. 3, estimating that 9.1 
million of internal and international migrants are victims of trafficking and forced labour (comprising 44 per cent of the total 
victims of forced labour). 
12 For example, see the bilateral memorandum of cooperation between the Azerbaijan Trade Union Confederation (ATUC) 

and the Federation of Independent Trade Unions of Russia (FNPR), and that between the ATUC and the Georgia Trade 
Union Confederation. 

 
ANNEX 

Current ILO Technical Cooperation Projects on Labour Migration Governance and Protection of 
Migrant Workers 

 
• Tripartite Action to Protect Migrants in the ASEAN Region from Labour Exploitation 

(ASEAN TRIANGLE Project) (2012-2016) 
 

• Tripartite Action to Protect Migrants within and from the GMS from Labour Exploitation 
(TRIANGLE Project) (2010-2015) 

 
• Global Jobs Pact Framework for Pacific Labour Governance and Migration (2012-2014) 

 
• Improving Governance of Labour Migration and Protection of Migrant Workers’ Rights in 

Tunisia, Morocco, Libya and Egypt (2013-2015) 
 

• Good Governance of Labour Migration and its Linkages to Development in Senegal, Mali and 
Mauritania (2009-2013) 

 
• Improving the Governance and Protection Mechanisms for Labour Migration in the Gulf States 

(2013-2014) 
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• Gender-sensitive Labour Migration Policies in the Nicaragua-Costa Rica-Panama and Haiti-
Dominican Republic Corridors (2011-2014) 

 
• Effective Governance of Labour Migration and its Skills Dimensions (Moldova and Ukraine) 

(2011-2013) 
 

• Promoting Decent Work Across Borders: A Pilot Project for Migrant Health Professionals and 
Skilled Workers (2011-2014) 
 

• Promoting Decent Work through Improved Migration Policy and its Application in 
Bangladesh (2011-2014) 

 
• Promoting Decent Work through Good Governance, Protection and Empowerment of Migrant 

Workers: Ensuring the Effective Implementation of the Sri Lanka National Labour Migration 
Policy – Phase II (2013-2015) 

 
• Contribuyendo a la construcción y validación de políticas públicas sobre migración con fines 

de empleo – Brazil (2013-2015) 
 

Projects of Relevance to Migrant Domestic Workers 
 

• Global Action Programme on Migrant Domestic Workers and Their Families (2013-2015) 
 

• Development of a Tripartite Framework for the Support and Protection of Ethiopian and 
Somali Women Domestic Migrant Workers to the GCC States, Lebanon and Sudan (2013-
2015) 

 
• Regional Advocacy Strategy on ILO’s Domestic Workers Convention No. 189 in the Arab 

States (2012-2014) 
 

• Promoting Integration for Migrant Domestic Workers in Europe (2011-2013) 
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