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A factory worker in Jakarta (Indonesia). The ILO is supporting companies to ensure 
that COVID-19 health protocols are followed in all types of work. © ILO/F. Latief

For the millions of workers already in vulnerable situations,  
the COVID-19 crisis can have devastating consequences:  
their fundamental rights at work are under threat, pushing them and 
their families towards greater insecurity. Safeguarding and extending 
fundamental principles and rights at work will therefore be critical 
to the success of both immediate and longer-term responses to the 
crisis in the world of work.

COVID-19 and the fundamental 
principles and rights at work 1.



At this moment of crisis, safeguarding the four fundamental principles and rights at work – the freedom 
to organize and bargain collectively, and the freedom from forced labour, child labour, and discrimination 
in employment and occupation – is more important than ever (Box 1). These rights are not only at 
heightened risk from the crisis but also constitute the foundation for building back a better, more just 
world of work in its aftermath. Universal and inalienable human rights in and of themselves, they are 
also essential enablers of decent work and social justice. They are the starting point for a virtuous circle 
of effective social dialogue, better incomes and conditions for workers and employers, and formalizing 
the informal economy.1

 X Box 1.  
ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work

Adopted in 1998, the Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work  
commits ILO Member States to respect 
and promote principles and rights in four 
categories, whether or not they have ratified 
the relevant Conventions.

These categories are: freedom of association 
and the effective recognition of the right to 
collective bargaining, the elimination of forced 
or compulsory labour, the abolition of child 
labour, and the elimination of discrimination in 
respect of employment and occupation.

The ILO Declaration makes it clear that these 
rights are universal, and that they apply to all 
people in all States – regardless of the level 
of economic development. It particularly 
mentions groups with special needs, including 
the unemployed and migrant workers. It 
recognizes that economic growth alone is not 
enough to ensure decent work, equity and 
social progress, and to eradicate poverty. 

The following are the fundamental ILO 
Conventions and Protocol:

 Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29)

 Protocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930

 Freedom of Association and Protection  
of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948  
(No. 87)

 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining 
Convention, 1949 (No. 98)

 Equal Remuneration Convention,  
1951 (No. 100)

 Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 
(No. 105)

 Discrimination (Employment and 
Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111)

 Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138)

 Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 
1999 (No. 182)
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The COVID-19 pandemic and the economic shockwaves accompanying it are placing unprecedented 
pressure on the world of work, and on the workers and employers whose livelihoods depend on it. 
The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that the equivalent of 400 million full-time jobs 
were lost because of the crisis in the second quarter of 2020 alone.2 Workers and enterprises eking 
out an existence in the informal economy are hardest hit. An estimated 1.6 billion informal economy 
workers, accounting for 76 per cent of informal employment worldwide, are significantly impacted by 
lockdown measures and/or are working in the most affected sectors.3 Young workers are more likely 
to be in informal jobs and have been particularly affected. More than four out of ten young workers 
were in heavily exposed sectors when the crisis struck.4 Income losses for these workers in situations 
of vulnerability are likely to be massive, leading in turn to a sharp rise in poverty rates. As demand has 
collapsed and supply chains have been disrupted, the crisis has also had a devastating impact on micro- 
and small enterprises and own account workers in the informal economy. Most lack the savings or credit 
necessary to cushion the economic shock. 

The COVID-19 pandemic poses new threats to fundamental principles and rights at work on a number of 
levels. The crisis is causing a dramatic rise in socio-economic vulnerability, in turn raising the opportunity 
cost of education and fuelling concerns that more families will turn to child labour to make ends meet. 
Millions of workers have been left without an income as a result of the pandemic, and without any savings 
or social protection to fall back on, increasing the pool of workers vulnerable to debt bondage and other 
forms of forced labour. A new wave of xenophobia and stigma has found expression in the world of 
work, and pre-existing discrimination in respect of employment and occupation has intensified. A rise in 
informality and new pressures on labour rights in some countries have added to the challenges workers 
face to organizing and bargaining collectively.

The adverse effects of the crisis are not of course distributed equally. They are being felt most by those 
who already belong to the most vulnerable and least protected segments of society, including the poor 
and socially excluded, workers and producers in the informal economy, migrant workers, people subject 
to discrimination, and those living in contexts of fragility, conflict and recurrent natural disasters. For 
them, the crisis is likely to exacerbate the risks of child labour, forced labour, discrimination in employment 
and occupation, and disempowerment. 
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 X Box 2.  
The status of fundamental principles and rights at work pre-COVID-19

Despite important progress, 

152 million children
 were still in child labour worldwide 
in 2016.

Nearly 25 million women, 
men and children were subjected 
to debt bondage, trafficking and other 
forms of forced labour in 2016.

More than  40 % 
of the world’s population lives in countries that 
have not ratified either ILO Convention No. 87 on 
freedom of association or Convention No. 98 on 
collective bargaining. In many countries that have 
ratified them, violations of these rights persist in 
law and practice.

On average, women are paid 

20.5 % less 
than their male counterparts,  
and in many countries are effectively  
excluded from certain occupations.

Hundreds of millions of 
people suffer from discrimination in the world of 
work, whether on grounds of race, colour, sex, 
religion, political opinion, national extraction, social 
origin, HIV status, disability, sexual orientation, 
gender identity or other.

Sources: ILO, Global Estimates of Child Labour (2017); ILO and Walk Free Foundation, Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: 
Forced Labour and Forced Marriage (2017); ILO, Global Wage Report 2018/2019. What Lies Behind Gender Pay Gaps (2018); 
ILO, Equality and discrimination (2020).
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ILO fundamental principles and rights at work give expression to universal human rights.
Responses to the COVID-19 crisis that are shaped by and respect human rights will result in better 
outcomes in overcoming the pandemic, ensuring healthcare for everyone and preserving human 
dignity. The ILO, as the specialized, normative agency for the world of work, collaborates closely with 
the United Nations to ensure the response to the pandemic remains human-centred, as envisaged 
in the Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work.
The six key messages in the United Nations policy brief on COVID-19 and human rights underline 
the centrality of decent work in the response to the pandemic. They echo the relevance of the 
fundamental principles and rights at work:

 X Box 3.  
Fundamental principles and rights at work, human rights and COVID-19

1.
Protecting people’s lives is the priority; 
protecting livelihoods helps us do it.

2.
Responses need to be inclusive, equitable 
and universal – otherwise, they will not beat 
a virus that affects everyone regardless 
of status.

3.
Civil society organizations, as well as 
the private sector and business, have 
contributions to make that need to 
be facilitated.

4.
Emergency and security measures, if needed, 
must be temporary, proportional and aimed 
at protecting people.

5.
We need global solidarity to ensure 
that all countries are equally effective in 
their responses.

6.
The global pandemic is revealing weaknesses 
that human rights can help to fix when 
building back better.

In its framework for the immediate socio-
economic response to COVID-19, the 
United Nations included key human rights 
issues and accompanying indicators for 
monitoring the human rights implications 
of COVID-19. These issues directly address 
human rights at work:

 X  Rights to health and life, special 
measures to protect the most 
vulnerable and marginalized groups, 
and gender-specific interventions 
and protection

 X  Rights to information and 
meaningful participation of affected 
populations in decisions on COVID-19 
related policy responses

 X  Addressing discrimination, racism 
and xenophobia

 X  Rights to social protection and 
decent work

 X  Right to liberty and security, fair trial 
and freedom of movement

 X  State of emergency and 
emergency legislation

Sources: United Nations, COVID-19 and Human Rights: We Are All in This Together (April 2020); United Nations, A UN Framework 
for the Immediate Socio-economic Response to COVID-19 (April 2020).
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A young woman waiting in the crowd at the Migration Resource Center (MRC) in Kathmandu (Nepal), hoping to receive a visa in order to go abroad for work. Migrant 
workers contribute to growth and development in their countries of destination, while countries of origin greatly benefit from their remittances and the skills acquired 
during their migration experience. The ILO works to forge policies to maximize the benefits of labour migration for all those involved. © ILO/M. Crozet

This issue paper takes a first look at the likely impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on fundamental principles 
and rights at work, and the implications for public policy. It is situated at a point in time in which initial 
containment measures in some countries have been eased and economies have started to reopen, and 
as the world has embarked on the uncertain task of co-existing with the virus pending the development 
of vaccines and effective treatments. The issue paper builds on a separate note on the response of 
the ILO International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour and Forced Labour (IPEC+) to the 
COVID-19 crisis.5 It complements other ILO thematic papers and policy briefs on the crisis, and the United 
Nations policy brief on COVID-19 and the world of work.6 The issue paper will be updated as the crisis 
evolves, and more information on impacts on human rights in the world of work becomes available. 
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A construction worker building the new covered market in Sidi Bouzid (Tunisia) as part of an ILO project 
aimed at promoting youth employment, job creation and the use of local resources. © ILO/M. Crozet

The COVID-19 crisis is in many places making the realization of rights 
to freedom of association and collective bargaining more difficult, 
both in law and practice, which in turn hampers the development of 
responses to the crisis rooted in social consensus.

Freedom of association and  
the effective recognition of  
the right to collective bargaining 

2.
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Where the rights to freedom of association and 
collective bargaining are denied, workers are 
unable to exert agency or collective voice, to 
defend their rights and interests, or to positively 
influence the conditions of their working lives. 
This leaves them more vulnerable to other funda-
mental labour rights violations. The rights to 
freedom of association and collective bargaining 
are also inherent to enabling social dialogue, and 
the effective participation of social partners in 
economic and social policy. 

The challenge of ensuring the rights to freedom 
of association and collective bargaining in the 
world remains large. Restrictions on the right to 
establish or join a trade union and on the right to 
collective bargaining persist in law and in practice 
in many countries. Violations of employers’ 
right to freedom of association and collective 
bargaining also persist in some contexts. The 
challenge is even greater in ensuring effective 
access to representation, particularly in the 
informal economy. Over 2 billion workers, 62 per 
cent of all those working worldwide, are found in 
the informal economy; the vast majority remain 
without a collective and representative voice. 
Millions of own-account producers, and micro- 
and small enterprises operating in the informal 
economy also lack the benefit of membership 
in employers’ organizations. As more workers 
and enterprises are pushed into the informal 
economy as a result of the crisis, effective 
access to freedom of association and the right to 
collective bargaining is likely to diminish further.

The COVID-19 crisis is adding to the challenge 
of ensuring rights to freedom of association 
and collective bargaining. In some contexts, 
labour rights, including the rights to freedom 
of association and collective bargaining, have 
come under pressure as part of broader 
government responses to the crisis. Within 
Europe, for example, the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC) received numerous reports 
of governmental interference in trade union 
rights and restrictions on freedom of association 
in the months after the crisis began. It notes a 
broader tendency, not just in Europe, of some 
governments “abusing emergency powers/
decrees to fast-track legislative amendments 
curtailing trade union rights that were previously 
proposed and successfully blocked due to 
trade union opposition.”7 More broadly, the 
International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) 
has raised concerns about the implications for 
workers of labour law amendments in a number 
of countries in the months since the outbreak of 
the crisis.8

The ILO has underscored that any amendments 
relating to trade union rights and labour relations 
should be based on meaningful prior tripartite 
consultation involving governments, and 
employers’ and workers’ organizations, and that 
they comply with international labour standards, 
notably the fundamental standards.9 

More broadly, the ILO notes that freedom 
of opinion and expression and the related 
fundamental rights, including freedom of 
association,10 may be the subject of restrictions 
or suspension during certain exceptional periods.  
Restrictions on those essential civil liberties 
should be confined to circumstances of extreme 
gravity and on the condition that any measures 
affecting the application of fundamental rights be 
limited, in scope and duration, to what is strictly 
necessary to deal with the situation in question.11
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A garment worker shows his metal mesh gloves for cut protection on 
the factory floor of a clothing plant (Nicaragua). The ILO-IFC Better Work 
Programme aims to improve both compliance with labour standards, 
including work conditions, and competitiveness in global supply chains. 
©ILO-IFC Better Work Programme

The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of 
association has called on states not to use state 
of emergency declarations during the COVID-19 
crisis to impose wholesale restrictions on 
freedom of peaceful assembly and association. 
The Special Rapporteur stated that where new 
laws or regulations are adopted, any limitations 
on rights imposed must adhere to the principles 
of legality, necessity and proportionality.12 The 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights has stated that it is essential that human 
rights are front and centre in government 
measures enacted in response to the pandemic.13

At the same time, the exercise of the rights 
to freedom of association and collective 
bargaining has proved vital to building 
effective, consensus-based responses to 
the crisis. In a growing number of instances, 
employers and workers are negotiating measures 
to mitigate or limit the consequences of the crisis 
on health, jobs and incomes, and to support 
recovery.14 Negotiated agreements between 
employers’ and workers’ organizations have 
been critical in many settings to protecting 
workers’ health and limiting the spread of the 
virus in workplaces. In Colombia, for example, 
the employers’ organization of banana producers 
(Augura) and the agricultural workers’ union 
(Sintrainagro) negotiated and signed a Bio 
Security Protocol.15 Covering 22,000 workers, 
the agreement includes occupational safety 
and health protocols for personal protective 
equipment, physical distancing, handwashing, 
and cleaning and disinfection of work premises 
and equipment. Joint union-employers health and 
safety committees monitor implementation. 
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A variety of schemes to ensure business 
continuity and safeguard jobs have emerged 
through collective agreements. In the German 
state of North Rhine-Westphalia, for example, 
a crisis-related package was agreed between 
the employers’ organization in the metal-
working sector (Gesamtmetall) and the 
German metal workers’ union (IG Metall). It 
included arrangements for short-term working, 
wage replacement and improved childcare 
arrangements for steel workers.16 At the 
international level, the International Organisation 
of Employers (IOE), the ITUC and the IndustriALL 
Global Union negotiated a joint statement calling 
for measures to support garment manufacturers, 
and protect garment workers’ income, health and 
employment.17 Employers and their organizations 
have also negotiated guidelines and criteria with 
trade unions regarding the reopening of factories 
and companies in a manner that protects workers 
from possible contagion. In Uruguay, for example, 
representatives of employers’ organizations and 
the trade union representing workers in the 
construction industry (Sindicato Único Nacional 
de la Construcción y Anexos - SUNCA), negotiated 
an agreement with the government on 
conditions for the resumption of activities in the 
construction industry.18 In France, at the sectoral 
level, employers’ and workers’ organizations in 
the agro-food industry have published a joint 
guide to help companies prepare for the end of 
confinement and/or the resumption of activity.19 
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Men working at an illegal logging camp in Ucayali, Amazon region (Peru). Peru is implementing a National Action Plan 
on forced labour, which includes measures to address forced labour in illegal logging in the Amazon region. ©ILO

Elimination of forced  
or compulsory labour3.
The COVID-19 crisis is increasing the pool of workers vulnerable 
to forced labour and worsening work situations that are already 
exploitative.
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Forced labour refers to work performed invol-
untarily and under the menace of any penalty. It 
involves situations in which persons are coerced 
to work through violence or intimidation, or 
by more subtle means such as manipulated 
debt, retention of identity papers or threats of 
denunciation to authorities. In addition to being 
a serious human rights violation in the world of 
work, forced labour is a criminal offence subject 
to appropriate penal sanctions. Forced labour 
is never excusable or rendered less a crime by 
severe economic pressures or other extenuating 
circumstances, such as those associated with the 
COVID-19 crisis.  

The pandemic is magnifying some of the main 
drivers of forced labour, fuelling fears of a 
rise in the numbers of people involved in it. A 
growing body of evidence suggests that forced 
labour is driven in large part by socio-economic 
vulnerability and a lack of alternative survival 
options or coping mechanisms.20 Socio-economic 
vulnerability has skyrocketed because of the 
COVID-19 crisis, as tens of millions of workers in 
the informal economy have found themselves 
without livelihoods or have had their earnings 
severely reduced, without a social safety net or 
savings to fall back on. Many workers are also 
facing, or may face, catastrophic health costs 
linked to the pandemic, which past health crises 
suggest can push people into forced labour.21 

Debt bondage in particular is a concern in con- 
texts of heightened socio-economic vulnerability.22 
There is a risk that some suddenly jobless workers, 
in urgent need of funds for household survival 
and without access to other forms of credit, 
turn to predatory lenders for loans, and that the 
workers and/or their families are forced to work 
under threat of violence or other penalties until 
the loans are paid off. The terms of such loans are 
typically deliberately obscure, and interest rates 
are often usurious, meaning that in many cases 
it is impossible to ever pay the debts in full. Other 
workers, already indebted but suddenly without 
any income, risk having to offer their labour or 

that of a family member, including children in 
some cases, to service their debts. Still others 
risk falling into debt bondage through exorbitant 
fees, withheld wages and other coercive practices 
of predatory recruiters.

Limited access to financial services,23 unpre- 
cedented pressures on the microcredit industry 
and the closure of many community savings 
groups 24 exacerbate risks that workers in 
situations of vulnerability will resort to high-risk 
loans and consequently end up in debt bondage. 
High levels of pre-existing debt among the poor 
are also amplifying the risk of debt bondage in 
many geographies. In Cambodia, for example, 
workers owe an estimated US$10 billion in 
microfinance loans, and many have now lost 
their incomes due to COVID-19.25 In India, a rapid 
crisis impact assessment involving 3,000 migrant 
workers in the construction sector revealed 
that nearly one quarter had debts they could 
not repay, and that 60 per cent of these feared 
violence from their creditors.26

While reliable statistics are scarce, there is already 
a substantial body of anecdotal evidence from 
different parts of the world of workers falling 
into situations of forced labour and trafficking 
because of the COVID-19 crisis, suggesting 
that this discussion is by no means merely 
speculative.27

The crisis is also resulting in a deterioration 
of working conditions that are already 
exploitative, moving workers further along the 
continuum of abuse that ends in forced labour 
and trafficking. There are growing accounts 
of additional difficulties facing workers – and 
especially migrant workers – who are already 
in situations of vulnerability. Tens of thousands 
of migrant workers, for example, have been 
reportedly stuck in hazardous conditions at 
different transit points, border crossings and 
work camps across Africa as countries close their 
frontiers in response to the pandemic.28 These 
workers can be susceptible to traffickers falsely 
offering them alternative routes of transit.29 
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Migrant workers on the move have also been 
stranded at numerous other points worldwide.30 

Laid-off migrant workers in some locations must 
also confront the expiration of their visas or 
work permits, and risk falling into situations of 
irregularity as a result.31 Others face uncertain 
conditions, quarantines and stigma as they return 
without work to their home countries. For still 
others, travel restrictions have made it impossible 
to take up employment abroad for which they 
may have paid high recruitment fees and costs, 
in turn raising the risk of irregular migration 
movements, trafficking and debt bondage.32 

Domestic workers, the majority of whom are 
women, are among the many specific groups 
of workers who find themselves in situations 
of greater risk as a result of the pandemic. The 
ILO estimates that nearly three quarters of 
domestic workers around the world – more than 
55 million people, of whom 37 million are women 
– are at significant risk of losing their jobs and 
income due to lockdowns and lack of effective 
social security coverage. Worst off are domestic 
workers in informal employment and therefore 
without a social safety net to fall back on; this 
group accounts for 76 per cent of those at risk of 
losing their jobs or working hours.33 Human rights 
organizations have reported increased incidents 
of physical and sexual violence against domestic 
workers, as well as of homelessness and legal 
limbo when they lose their live-in jobs but are 
unable to return to their home countries.34

More broadly, countless workers in situations of 
vulnerability, in the industrialized and developing 
worlds alike, are obliged to remain in jobs that put 
them and their families at risk of infection with 
the virus, due to lack of other survival options or 
coercion from their employers.35

The economic upheaval associated with the 
COVID-19 crisis is also likely to create additional 
demand and opportunities for forced labour. 
As companies around the world struggle to 
cope with the surge in demand for medical 
supplies and equipment, for example, there 
are reports from human rights organizations 
of forced labour entering into their production 
in some locations.36 There may also be pressure 
to lift import restrictions on these vital items, 
or to turn to prisoners, a group at particular  
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Woman threshing millet in Tahoua region (Niger). The ILO is supporting 
Niger’s efforts to tackle the remnants of illegal traditional forms of slavery 
in the country. ©ILO/M. Crozet

risk of exploitation, to produce the supplies and 
equipment locally.37 The urgency of maintaining 
food production and the food supply chain is 
also adding to risks of exploitation in agriculture, 
a sector with a history of forced labour in some 
locations.38

More broadly, there will be the risk of some firms, 
strapped by financial struggles in the aftermath 
of the crisis, relaxing their labour standards 
or being pushed into the informal economy, 
where it is easier for forced labour to take root. 
With the spike in demand in some sectors as 
global demand resumes, there will likely also 
be pressure on some firms to relax checks on 
fair recruitment,39 or to resort to unauthorized 
subcontracting, in turn raising the risk of forced 
labour infiltrating supply chains.40,41 Businesses 
everywhere must evaluate, monitor and act to 
mitigate these risks as economies reopen and 
production restarts.

The COVID-19 crisis is also affecting the ability 
of state and non-state actors to provide 
support and protection to survivors. As public 
resources and the attention of frontline state 
actors are diverted to the pandemic response, 
protection and support services for survivors 
of forced labour and trafficking are likely to 
deteriorate, increasing their risk of falling back 
into exploitative situations.42 Non-governmental 
organizations providing vital protection services 
to survivors, including shelter, medical and 
psychological assistance, and reintegration 
programmes, are also likely to be adversely 
affected as donors turn their attention elsewhere 
in the face of pandemic exigencies. Options for 
workers themselves to come forward and report 
abuse have also narrowed in many contexts, 
as they face increased difficulties in reaching 
authorities and filing complaints due to higher 
restrictions on movement and surveillance, 
fewer face-to-face contacts with inspectors 
and social auditors, and greater difficulties in 
communicating with the outside world.43 For 
those already engaged in court procedures, the 
crisis has meant delays in long-awaited court 
proceedings, and an even further reduction in 
their prospects for eventual remedy.

13 X Elimination of forced or compulsory labour



Abolition  
of child labour4.
The COVID-19 crisis is fuelling fears of a rise in child labour, as 
education is interrupted or no longer affordable, and hard-hit families 
must send their children to work as a survival strategy.

Syrian refugee children, victims of child labour (Lebanon). Many of them work in agriculture and are involved in hazardous work. The incidence of 
child labour in agriculture is on the rise in Lebanon, especially in the Beqaa Valley region which hosts a large number of Syrian refugees. © ILO/T. Ross



COVID-19 could reverse a generation of progress 
against child labour.44 While it is too early to 
determine the precise impacts, the weight of 
evidence from past crises, and what we know 
already about the current one, underscore the 
substantially heightened risk of child labour. With 
the adoption of the Sustainable Development 
Goals, the international community committed 
to ending child labour in all its forms by 2025. In 
the absence of action to prevent, mitigate and 
address the impact of the pandemic on children, 
there is not only the risk of missing the target 
set under the Goals, but also of jeopardizing 
hard-won gains against child labour achieved 
over the last 20 years.

The economic and social crisis is hitting children 
and their families particularly hard, and more 
children could be pushed into child labour as a 
result. An estimated 42–66 million children could 
fall into extreme poverty in 2020,45 adding to the 
estimated 386 million children already there in 
2019, as their families suffer unprecedented job 
losses, lost income due to lockdowns, cut-off 
remittance flows, sudden catastrophic health 
costs and a host of other shocks stemming 
directly or indirectly from the pandemic. The 
pandemic is also fuelling fears of a looming 
food crisis and a dramatic increase in food and 
nutrition insecurity among vulnerable families.46

In such circumstances, a large body of evidence 
suggests that families may be forced to rely on 
child labour as a coping mechanism. We have 
seen this in reaction to short-run economic 
shocks in Brazil, where parental unemployment 
spells led children to step in to provide temporary 
support.47 The “insurance” role of working children 
has also been documented in Guatemala, India, 
Mexico, the Philippines and the United Republic 
of Tanzania.48 Studies of the 2008-09 financial and 
economic crisis found that families of migrant 
workers experiencing a decline in remittances 
were more likely to have children enter child 
labour.49,50 A series of econometric analyses also 
indicate a direct link between increases in poverty 

and increases in child labour levels.51 Evidence 
also shows that child labour can be an important 
buffer for families faced with health shocks and 
accompanying catastrophic out-of-pocket health 
costs.52

A growth in the worst forms of child labour is 
a particular concern. Already, there is anecdotal 
evidence of new cases of bonded child labour 
associated with the current crisis, as desperate 
families must provide their children’s labour to 
obtain loans or to service existing ones from 
predatory lenders.53 Bonded labour arrangements 
are in turn linked to some of the worst forms 
of child labour – such as domestic servitude, 
commercial sexual exploitation, and hazardous 
work in mining and agriculture – as well as to a 
range of sweatshop activities.

Children are also being pushed into the worst 
forms of child labour through other channels. 
Family desperation has led to reports of children 
forced onto the street to search for food and 
money, leaving them vulnerable to an array of 
serious risks.54 The UN Special Rapporteur on 
the sale and sexual exploitation of children, 
including child prostitution, child pornography 
and other child sexual abuse material has warned 
that mobility restrictions associated with the 
pandemic have given rise to new forms of direct 
child sexual exploitation and abuse, and greatly 
amplified the risk of online child commercial 
sexual exploitation.55 Police authorities in a 
number of countries have also seen a worrying 
rise in the sexual exploitation of children on the 
internet since the outbreak of the crisis.56

Sending children to work elsewhere can be 
another household coping mechanism in the face 
of economic shocks,57 often leaving the concerned 
children even more vulnerable to exploitation.58 
These children can end up in the clutches of 
human traffickers, who convince destitute 
families to send away their children with false 
offers of jobs or education.59

15



Young boys carrying bricks on their head in Antsirabe (Madagascar). 
They work at a brickyard that employs children. The ILO is supporting 
Madagascar’s efforts to tackle child labour. © ILO/M. Crozet

The crisis is likely to cause some children to take 
over the work roles of parents or other adult 
workers. Even an optimistic contagion scenario 
is likely to see a rise in the number of vulnerable 
households whose breadwinners have fallen 
seriously ill or lost their lives due to the virus. We 
know from a large body of evidence that children 
in such circumstances can assume the work roles 
of adults in a bid to compensate for lost earnings 
or labour.60 Evidence suggests that school closures 
too can lead children, and particularly girls, to 
take on additional domestic responsibilities within 
their own homes (see discussion below). Some 
children are also assuming new work roles in 
their families because they are perceived as being 
more resistant to the virus than adult household 
members. Reports from Myanmar, for example, 
suggest more children are performing errands 
outside the home, procuring household supplies, 
caring for younger children and the sick, and 
breaking quarantines to work, in part because of 
families’ misplaced beliefs that children are less at 
risk of getting sick or of infecting others.61

In the current crisis, the demand for children’s 
labour is also likely to rise in contexts where 
restrictions on workers’ freedom of movement 
is leading to local labour shortages. This is likely 
to be particularly relevant in agricultural settings 
that are dependent on seasonal workers for 
harvesting crops. More broadly, evidence from 
past crises suggests that a rise in informality 
may create new demand for child labour, as the 
low level of skill and unregulated nature of the 
informal economy is more conducive to the use 
of children in production.

School closures as a result of COVID-19 
lockdowns are adding to the risk of child 
labour. At their peak, temporary school closures 
affected more than 1.5 billion children and youth 
worldwide.62 An interruption of education on this 
scale is unparalleled, and the implications for child 
labour, and the rights of children more broadly, 
could be profound. There is ample evidence that 
when children are out of school and enter paid 
employment, it is difficult to persuade them to 
return to school.63
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Lessons in this context from the 2014 Ebola 
pandemic in West Africa, when 5 million children 
were affected by school closures, are stark. Many 
children did not return to the classroom when 
school reopened. Children were more likely to 
work, and unplanned teenage pregnancies rose 
sharply.64 Cases of child marriage also went up.65 
The home learning of girls in particular was limited 
by increased domestic and care responsibilities, 
as well as increased economic activity.66 In heavily 
disrupted villages in Sierra Leone, the school 
enrolment rate for girls aged 12–17 fell by 16 
percentage points after schools reopened, while 
their engagement in income generation rose by 
19 percentage points.67 Another study from a 
meningitis epidemic in Niger found lasting effects 
of lockdowns on girls’ education in particular, with 
the primary driver in this case being unplanned 
pregnancies.68 In both these instances, the school 
closures were only temporary, but the impacts for 
many concerned children are lifelong.

Schools also play an important role in providing 
social protection to children.69 An interruption 
in schooling in many disadvantaged contexts 
also means an interruption in school feeding 
programmes, which can be vital to vulnerable 
families in meeting the needs of their dependent 
members. The United Nations estimates that at 
the peak of school closures, 370 million students 
worldwide were missing school meals.70 Child 
labour can be a survival tactic in circumstances of 
food insecurity.71 Interruptions in school feeding 
could also increase child malnutrition, in turn 
compromising children’s development and ability 
to learn.72

Even temporary interruptions in education 
can have long-term consequences in terms of 
human capital accumulation and future earnings 
potential.73 This is even truer for children where 
no distance learning measures have been put in 
place, and for disadvantaged children elsewhere 
without access to remote learning platforms 
available to their better-off peers. Lower human 
capital translates into a greater risk of hazardous 
child labour among young people who have 
reached the minimum working age. It can 
compromise decent work prospects throughout 
a working life.
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Syrian and Jordanian women employed at a plastics factory in Sahab (Jordan). The ILO is working with national 
stakeholders to support Jordanian manufacturing firms to take advantage of their access to European markets, 
while helping Syrian and Jordanian workers’ find decent work in these firms. © ILO/ A. H. Al Nasier

Elimination of discrimination 
in respect of employment and 
occupation

5.
The COVID-19 crisis is amplifying the effects of pervasive 
discrimination in the world of work, whether on grounds of race, 
colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national extraction, social 
origin, HIV status, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity or 
other. 



The virus itself does not discriminate. Yet 
pervasive discrimination is having a profound 
effect on who is most exposed to it, and who 
is shouldering the greatest burden of its socio-
economic cost. Evidence from the crisis thus far 
tells a clear and consistent story. Groups faced 
with discrimination, including women;74 migrants, 
in particular irregular migrants;75 indigenous and 
tribal peoples;76 people living with HIV77 and the 
LGBTIQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
intersex, queer, plus) community are particularly 
affected.78 These groups are by no means 
mutually exclusive, and some of the worst-off 
are those subjected to discrimination on multiple 
grounds. The patterns emerging from the current 
crisis are consistent with evidence from past 
financial crises and disease outbreaks, which also 
saw groups facing discrimination as among the 
first and most severely affected.79 

None of this is surprising, as discrimination 
in employment means that affected groups 
are more concentrated in insecure jobs in the 
informal economy, without social protection or 
representation, where they are more vulnerable 
to being laid off in conditions of declining 
demand and to subsequently falling into worse 
forms of exploitation as they seek to survive. 
In the current crisis, affected groups who lack 
other survival options are also more likely to face 
the unenviable choice between a job and their 
health – unable to leave, or obliged to return 
prematurely to, jobs where the risk of infection 
is high.80 The danger of contagion can also arise 
from, or be compounded by, unsafe transport 
to the workplace. The dramatically higher rates 
of COVID-19 infection and death among racial 
and ethnic minority groups in a number of 
countries81 are one tragic manifestation of the 
broader structural discrimination faced by these 

groups, including, critically, in employment and 
occupation. Discrimination in employment and 
occupation also contributes to violations of other 
human rights in the world of work, including child 
labour82 and forced labour.

Existing evidence underscores that discrimination 
imposes a heavy economic as well as social cost. 
A study in Australia, for example, estimated that 
racial discrimination cost the economy 44.9 billion 
Australian dollars for every year from 2001–11.83 
Studies in France84 and the United States of 
America85 also highlight the enormous economic 
cost of workplace discrimination in terms of 
lost productive potential. The consequences 
of discrimination in the context of the current 
crisis are clear: without aggressive measures to 
combat racism and xenophobia and other forms 
of discrimination in the workplace, further costs 
will be imposed on economies already struggling 
to recover from the impact of the pandemic.

Public panic and fear around COVID-19 
contagion has generated its own wave of 
stigma, xenophobia, racism and intolerance, 
which is finding expression in the world of work. 
There are growing reports of workplace violence 
and harassment on racial or other grounds linked 
directly to fears of the virus.86 In some cases, this 
has even involved the harassment of doctors and 
nurses risking their lives on a daily basis to battle 
the spread of the virus.87 The United Nations 
Secretary-General has spoken of the crisis 
unleashing “a tsunami of hate and xenophobia, 
scapegoating and scare-mongering”.88 These 
negative reactions of course are not a separate 
phenomenon, but are closely linked to, and 
reinforce, pre-existing broader patterns of 
discrimination in the workplace and society.
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A garment worker with disabilities smiles during his shift in a clothing plant 
(Jordan). The ILO-IFC Better Work Programme assist companies to accom-
modate disabled employees in accordance with the type and extent of their 
disabilities, including adjusting workplace access, tools and/or personal 
protective equipment if necessary. ©ILO-IFC Better Work Programme

The COVID-19 crisis is threatening already 
slow progress in reducing gender gaps in 
labour force participation and wages, and in 
promoting gender equality more broadly.89 In 
economies where mass layoffs have occurred, 
statistics indicate that women have been 
disproportionately affected, as female-dominated 
sectors – above all service industries such as food, 
hospitality, tourism and domestic work – have 
been among the hardest hit.90 Furthermore, as 
more businesses close, temporary workers, the 
majority of whom are again women, are bearing 
the heaviest brunt of job losses.91 At the same 
time, women’s unpaid work is increasing, at least 
in the short term, as confinement measures 
create additional burdens, including in caring 
for the sick, the elderly and children no longer 
attending school.92 Female entrepreneurs are 
already often disadvantaged in terms of access to 
credit, and the credit squeeze accompanying the 
crisis is likely to hit them particularly hard.93 There 
are concerns of de-prioritization or reversal of 
efforts towards equal pay and pay transparency 
as policy attention is focused on the crisis 
response.94

Again, these patterns have parallels in past 
crises. The 2008–09 financial and economic crisis 
showed that when jobs were scarce, women 
encountered greater difficulty in accessing 
them, partly as a result of traditional gender 
stereotypes around men’s role as principal 
breadwinners and women as caregivers within 
the home.95 Increased competition for casual 
and domestic work placed downward pressure 
on women’s wages as many women had little 
choice but to enter into informal employment 
following economic contraction.96 Evidence from 
the 1997–98 Asian financial and economic crisis 
also underscores the disproportionate effects of 
crises on women workers.97
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The world’s migrant workers are being 
adversely affected by the COVID-19 crisis on 
multiple levels.98 They are among those most 
affected by the stigmatization and scapegoating 
associated with the virus.99 In some countries, 
the virus has been tagged as the “foreigner’s 
disease”100 or other descriptions specifically 
designed to assign responsibility for it to those 
coming from the outside. More broadly, migrant 
workers are among those disproportionately 
rendered unemployed or affected by worsening 
working conditions.101 They were similarly affected 
by the 2008–09 financial and economic crisis.102

These adverse effects are manifestations of, or 
reinforced by, the multiple forms of discrimination 
to which migrants are often subjected. They lead 
to the disproportionate presence of migrant 
workers in sectors of the economy with high 
levels of temporary, informal or unprotected 
work, characterized by low wages, lack of social 
protection, and limited or no opportunities to 
organize and exercise their collective voice. 
Migrant workers are more vulnerable to the 
effects of the crisis, but at the same time, in many 
countries, they are denied protections under 
labour law that are enjoyed by local workers, and 
are excluded from policy measures designed to 
help workers cope with the pandemic, such as 
wage subsidies, unemployment benefits, or social 
security and social protection measures. This is 
especially the case for irregular migrants, even 
if it is a well-established principle that irregular 
migrant workers and their families too must be 
accorded equality of treatment. Migrants can 
also face barriers in accessing information on 
protective measures related to COVID-19, due 
to the lack of communication on the part of 
employers, language barriers, illiteracy or limited 
access to the internet. Where access to COVID-19 
testing or medical treatment is available, they 
may not come forward due to fear of detention 
or deportation, especially those in an irregular 
status.103
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Child cleaning fish (Indonesia). Homeworkers and their families, including children, are engaged in informal 
employment practices and not receive regular or minimum wages, written contracts, social security and other 
benefits. The ILO is working with national stakeholders to improve homeworkers’ working conditions. © ILO/F. Latief

The road forward: fundamental 
principles and rights at work 
and the COVID-19 response

6.
The realization of fundamental principles and rights at work – in law 
and in practice – is critical to mitigating the impact of the COVID-19 
crisis among the most vulnerable people, and to building back more 
resilient, just, equitable and productive societies in the aftermath.



The crisis underscores the urgent need to 
safeguard fundamental human rights at work, 
and to extend these rights to groups of workers 
for whom protections in law and practice are 
lacking or inadequate. These groups include 
workers in the informal economy, and workers 
who are migrants, subjected to discrimination, 
and living in contexts of fragility, conflict and 
recurrent natural disasters. It is not a coincidence 
that these groups are also among those most 
affected by the crisis.

In this section, we address some key priorities 
for protecting and promoting fundamental 
principles and rights at work within the broader 
COVID-19 response. We start with freedom of 
association and collective bargaining, which is 
itself a fundamental labour right, and also an 
essential precondition for social dialogue and the 
achievement of the other fundamental labour 
rights. We next look at non-discrimination in 
employment and occupation, as, again, both a 
fundamental labour right itself and a prerequisite 
for the other fundamental labour rights. We 
then turn to some of the other key priorities 
for mitigating the risk of fundamental labour 
violations during the crisis and for building back 
better in its wake.

These priorities both underpin and fit within the 
four-pillar policy framework for fighting COVID-19 
based on international labour standards (Box 4). 
Freedom of association and the right to collective 
bargaining are critical enabling conditions across 
all four pillars. Ending discrimination is of specific 
relevance to protecting workers in the workplace 
(Pillar 3) and is of overarching relevance to 
supporting enterprises, jobs and incomes (Pillar 
2) and social dialogue (Pillar 4). Other measures to 
protect and promote fundamental labour rights 
as part of the COVID-19 response relate mainly 
to Pillars 2 and 3. The policy priorities also link 
directly to, and form part of, broader efforts to 
transition from the informal to formal economy, 
and prevent informalization.104

 X Box 4.  
Policy framework: Four key pillars to fight 
COVID-19 based on international labour 
standards

Pillar 1
Stimulating the economy and employment

 X Adopt an active fiscal policy
 X Institute an accommodative monetary policy
 X  Provide lending and financial support to 
specific sectors, including the health sector

Pillar 3
Protecting workers in the workplace

 X   Strengthen occupational safety and health 
measures

 X Adapt work arrangements (e.g. teleworking)
 X Prevent discrimination and exclusion
 X Provide healthcare access for all

Pillar 2
Supporting enterprises, jobs and incomes

 X  Extend social protection for all
 X Implement employment retention measures
 X  Provide financial/tax and other relief for 
enterprises

Pillar 4
Relying on social dialogue for solutions

 X  Strengthen the capacity and resilience of 
employers’ and workers’ organizations

 X Strengthen the capacity of governments
 X  Strengthen social dialogue, collective 
bargaining, and institutions and processes for 
labour relations
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Safeguarding and promoting freedom 
of association and the right to collective 
bargaining. As described brief ly earlier 
in this Issue Paper and discussed in more 
detail elsewhere,105 employers’ and workers’ 
organizations – operating at the national, sectoral 
and enterprise levels – have in many contexts 
successfully negotiated measures to mitigate or 
limit the consequences of the crisis on health, 
jobs and incomes; to prepare for a safe return 
to the workplace; and to support recovery from 
the crisis. These examples illustrate the broader 
importance of freedom of association and 
collective bargaining as enabling rights that can 
facilitate equitable, consensus-based responses 
to a crisis such as COVID-19. It is critical that the 
rights to freedom of association and collective 
bargaining are extended, and are accompanied 
by appropriate institutional frameworks for 
ensuring and safeguarding effective realization. 

The crisis has also spotlighted the need to redress 
the lack of access to representation among many 
workers in situations of vulnerability – above all, 
those in the informal economy. Indeed, the crisis 
has hit hardest in the informal economy, where 
workers have little or no access to representation, 
and are thus unable to exercise a collective and 
representative voice, even in contexts where 
there are no legal restrictions to freedom of 
association and the right to collective bargaining. 
There is an urgent need to accelerate progress in 
developing collective representation structures 
for these workers as part of broader efforts to 
facilitate their transition to the formal economy. 
There is no single or simple formula for achieving 
this, given the extreme heterogeneity of the 
informal economy, and the production modalities 
and work arrangements within it. Numerous 
complementary approaches to organizing 
informal economy workers are required, building 
on successful organizing efforts involving 
some specific categories of informal workers 
undertaken to date.106 

In the current crisis, where member-based 
organizations are in place for certain categories 
of informal economy workers, they are playing 
important roles in helping to reduce workers’ 
risks of infection through awareness-raising and 
other preventive measures. These organizations 
have also been active in a number of countries 
and regions (for example, India, South Africa, the 
United States and Eastern Europe) in calling for 
income support measures and other protections 
for informal workers during the crisis.107

Addressing discrimination in employment 
and occupation. The COVID-19 crisis has laid 
bare the effects of pervasive discrimination in 
society. Leaving no one behind and building back 
better require integrating the principles of non-
discrimination and inclusiveness in all stages of 
the pandemic response. In the immediate term, 
this means ensuring that all workers, including 
those in discriminated groups, have equal access 
to preventive safety and health measures and 
health services, and to programmes to secure 
their livelihoods, such as in-kind and income 
support. For vulnerable families affected by 
school closures, inclusiveness also means 
ensuring access to low- or no-tech distance 
learning solutions to mitigate the risk of increased 
child labour and help guarantee children’s school 
re-entry when the closures are lifted.

These immediate measures should be 
implemented with an eye towards building 
legal, institutional and policy frameworks that 
address the structural roots of discrimination 
in employment and occupation. The crisis must 
not be a pretext for rolling back or delaying 
progress on equality and non-discrimination in 
employment, but rather become an opportunity 
for accelerating progress on issues linked to 
workplace discrimination. As economies reopen 
and demand picks up, laws and policy measures 
to ensure non-discriminatory hiring practices will 
be one important priority.

Discrimination and informality go hand in hand, 
and it will be critical to extend the reach of labour 
law and social protection to workers in the 
informal economy, as part of broader efforts to 
foster their transition to formality. Groups facing 
discrimination are also more prone to violence 
and harassment in the workplace, a pattern 
accentuated by the crisis. This calls for measures 
to prevent and address the many forms of work-
related violence and harassment reported by 
concerned groups in the context of COVID-19, in 
line with the Violence and Harassment Convention 
(No. 190) and its accompanying Recommendation 
(No. 206), 2019.108

Gender inequalities and domestic violence have 
risen to the fore during the crisis, underscoring 
the urgency of continued progress in ensuring 
women’s equal access to employment and 
occupations. In this context, improving working 
conditions, including through equal pay for 
work of equal value and the realization of 
representation rights, in essential care services, 
where women predominate, is one pressing 
priority emerging from the pandemic.
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The wave of stigma, xenophobia, misinformation 
and fear accompanying the crisis has highlighted 
the need for accurate, clear, evidence-based 
public information and awareness-raising 
campaigns. These have proven to be effective 
tools to counter such phenomena.

Extending income support for workers and their 
families in situations of vulnerability. Income 
support is needed on a massive scale for workers 
and their families in situations of vulnerability, 
to prevent recourse to child labour, and limit 
susceptibility to debt bondage and other forms 
of forced labour. Building on existing initiatives 
and on what we know works is imperative. 
Universal child grants are one simple and proven 
means of cushioning children and families from 
the effects of extreme poverty.109 More broadly, 
a large body of evidence points to cash transfer 
schemes as effective in reducing child labour 
and promoting schooling, even in situations of 
conflict and disaster.110 The significant multiplier 
effects of cash transfers and their stimulation of 
local economic activity are also well documented. 
Other cash and in-kind programmes, including 
food relief, which takes on added importance 
amid school closures and the need to replace 
school meals, also help to shield those in extreme 
poverty from socio-economic shocks, maintain 
food and nutrition security, and diminish reliance 
on child labour. Many countries are already 
introducing or expanding measures targeting 
populations hard hit by the crisis in these and 
other areas,111 but efforts to date fall far short 
of total need, particularly among workers in the 
informal economy where the risks of child labour 
and forced labour are most pronounced.

The pandemic has served as a broader wake-up 
call to strengthen social protection systems. Cash 
transfer schemes and other income support 
measures put in place in response to the crisis 
must serve this larger goal. Efforts to temporarily 
extend social protection to uncovered groups 
need to be transformed into sustainable social 
protection mechanisms for all. This will enhance 
social justice, and make economies and societies 
more resilient to future shocks and crisis.112

Extending access to social finance schemes, 
although not technically part of social protection 
systems, will also mitigate risks faced by poor 
families. Such schemes can be especially 
important in helping vulnerable people and 
families to avoid falling victim to debt bondage, 
as access to the financial market through social 
finance helps reduce their dependence on 
employers, recruiters and moneylenders for 

loans. Access to credit also enables families to 
hedge against some of the heightened risks they 
face in the current crisis.

Safeguarding children’s education. Among 
the more than 1.5 billion children affected by 
school closures, preventing the most vulnerable 
from falling out of educational systems and into 
child labour is imperative. Short-term school 
closures must not have lifelong consequences. 
While schooling systems around the world have 
responded to closures with a range of innovative 
online and other distance learning measures, 
these have by no means benefited all children in 
all places.

Where schools remain closed, measures to 
keep children learning must be continued and 
expanded to those hitherto unreached, including 
disadvantaged children. Without access to the 
remote learning platforms available to their 
better-off peers, they are at a particular risk of 
child labour.

Where conditions permit safe school re-entry, 
back-to-school campaigns and active outreach 
will be necessary to encourage children to return 
to the classroom – particularly those already 
working and those who were not able to continue 
their studies during the closure. Outreach will 
require close collaboration between teachers and 
the broader social service workforce. 

Cash transfers or other income support (see 
above) will be essential to compensate vulnerable 
families for children’s lost earnings or production. 
For disadvantaged children whose education was 
most disrupted, “second chance” and remedial 
“catch-up” learning will be vital in enabling 
them to persist and succeed in their education. 
Active consultation with teachers and their 
representative organizations will be critical in 
planning all dimensions of the return to school.

Measures to safeguard children’s education 
should link to and reinforce broader efforts to 
extend and improve public schooling, so that 
schools are seen by families as a worthwhile and 
viable alternative to child labour. Worldwide, 
some 258 million children and youth were already 
out of school when the crisis struck. This group 
too must not be forgotten during and after the 
crisis.
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Construction Sector in Zambia, © ILO

Construction sector worker showing his membership card to the National 
Pension Scheme Authority (Zambia). Only 27 per cent of the world’s popu-
lation has adequate social security coverage and more than half lack any 
coverage at all. The ILO actively promotes policies and provides assistance  
to countries to help extend adequate levels of social protection to all. ©ILO

Strengthening labour administration and 
labour inspection. Public labour administration 
and inspection enforcement capacity have come 
under further pressure as financial and human 
resources are diverted to meet urgent needs 
linked to the pandemic. Some jurisdictions 
have passed laws in the aftermath of the crisis 
restricting the mandates of labour inspectorates, 
for example, by setting a higher threshold on the 
size of firms that can be subjected to inspections. 
Research from past financial crises suggests that 
reduced enforcement capacity can in turn be a 
principal channel through which crises curtail 
labour rights.113

As lockdowns ease and economies reopen, 
labour inspectorates must have the resources 
and mandates to proactively and strategically 
monitor sectors at high risk of child labour, forced 
labour and other human rights violations, within 
broader efforts to re-establish or reinforce labour 
administrations.

Non-state actors have an important supporting 
role to play. Local community-based child labour 
monitoring systems, for example, have proven 
effective in a number of contexts in backing public 
labour inspectorates to identify and follow up on 
child labour cases. Similarly, there are numerous 
examples of non-state front-line actors mobilizing 
to detect and refer suspected cases of forced 
labour. There are also important opportunities 
to leverage new technologies, public-private 
partnerships and workplace auditing schemes 
to assist enterprises in complying with the law. 
These vehicles complement the regulatory role 
of public labour administrations, and help extend 
their reach and effectiveness. Emerging strategic 
inspection approaches like the ILO’s strategic 
compliance intervention model – consisting of 
proactive, targeted, and tailored and combined 
interventions engaging multiple stakeholders – 
provide a broader framework for these efforts.114

Mitigating human rights risks in the labour 
market. The pandemic is likely to increase the risk 
of human rights violations in the labour market, as 
businesses at all levels struggle to cope with the 
crisis and the severe demand shocks associated 
with it. This heightened risk underscores the 
continuing importance of companies undertaking 
human rights due diligence throughout their 
supply chains. Effective due diligence means 
assessing actual and potential risks of human 
rights violations within the supply chain, and 
integrating and acting promptly upon the 
findings. Identifying and prioritizing “hotspots” 
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where risks are highest – in terms of the severity 
of the risk and/or likelihood of occurrence – will 
be critical. Particularly important in this context 
are the informal micro- and small enterprises 
operating at the lower levels of supply chains, 
where research indicates that human rights risks 
are often most pronounced,115 and where the 
effects of the crisis have in many instances been 
devastating. 

Instituting well-established good purchasing 
practices – long-term supplier contracts, fair 
payment schedules, and pricing that reflects the 
production costs and market value of products 
and services – will help both ensure the economic 
survival of suppliers at this critical juncture 
and reduce the risk of human rights abuses. As 
economies reopen and demand picks up, there 
may be pressure for some suppliers to relax 
checks on recruitment in order to quickly ramp 
up production, opening the door to forced 
labour and discrimination in the labour market. 
Fair recruitment procedures, grounded in the 
principle that no recruitment or related costs 
are borne by the worker,116 will therefore also be 
essential.117

These measures should not be viewed by 
companies as one-off crisis responses, but rather 
as part of wider efforts to establish supply chains 
that are sustainable, respect ILO fundamental 
principles and rights at work, and are in line 
with the United Nations “protect, respect and 
remedy” framework and guiding principles. The 
ILO and its partners have developed a number of 
practical tools, resources and platforms to assist 
business in addressing human rights risks and 
other concerns within the specific context of the 
COVID-19 crisis118 and in their operations more 
broadly.119

The compliance capacity of informal micro- and 
small enterprises will also depend on assistance 
to these entities to weather the COVID-19 crisis. 
Many have hitherto fallen outside the purview 
of fiscal and monetary policies to support 
enterprises during the pandemic.120 At the 
same time, these enterprises typically lack the 
savings or access to credit to survive shocks of 
this magnitude on their own. Bespoke public 
payments supporting the business solvency of 
informal enterprises are crucial. If combined 
with incentives for enterprise registration, such 
payments could also encourage the transition to 
formality.121
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Reducing human rights risks in conflict 
and disaster settings. The COVID-19 crisis is 
exacerbating the already high risk of human 
rights abuses at work in situations of protracted 
conflict, recurrent natural disasters or forced 
displacement. These situations are characterized 
by disruptions in social protection systems and 
family support networks, limited access to basic 
services, weak rule of law, and impaired or absent 
social dialogue, which together are likely to 
worsen the effects of the pandemic on workers 
and their families in situations of vulnerability.

Rapid assessments and ongoing monitoring are 
needed to track how the pandemic is affecting 
the risk of child labour and forced labour in these 
complex contexts. The COVID-19 response should 
build on, strengthen, and adapt the coordination 
mechanisms, partnerships and plans of 
humanitarian and development actors already in 
place in humanitarian settings, rather than build 
new ones.122 The revived Alliance 8.7 Action Group 
on Conflicts and Humanitarian Settings could 
play an essential role in this context.123 Formed 
in 2017, the group brings together concerned 
governments, United Nations organizations, 
employers’ and workers’ organizations, and 
non-governmental organizations. It offers a 
valuable platform for exchanging information, 
undertaking research, and coordinating actions 
relating to child labour and forced labour in crisis 
settings.

Efforts should fit within the humanitarian-
development-peace nexus, meaning they should 
contribute to social cohesion, resilience and 
peace over the longer term. The Employment 
and Decent Work for Peace and Resilience 
Recommendation, 2017 (No. 205) calls for the 
adoption of a variety of inclusive measures to 
promote decent work and income-generation 
opportunities, including through employment-
intensive investment strategies and programmes, 
such as public employment programmes, and 
through incentivizing multinational enterprises 
to cooperate with national enterprises in creating 
decent work and undertaking human rights 
due diligence.124 Recommendation No. 205 also 
underscores the vital role of employers’ and 
workers’ organizations in crisis response, taking 
into account the relevant international labour 
standards concerning freedom of association and 
the right to collective bargaining.125

It is imperative to do no harm in the midst of fast-
moving crisis responses. This demands extra 
care, for example, to ensure that procurement 
contracts do not open new doors to forced labour, 
livelihood measures do not create new demand 
for children’s labour, and job and income support 
programmes do not reinforce pre-existing 
discrimination or widen social fissures.

Building the evidence base. While the temporary 
lockdowns and fears of contagion present 
unique challenges to traditional face-to-face 
means of information collection, telephone and 
other remote surveys are providing valuable 
information on the impact of the crisis on workers 
in locations including Jordan,126 Lebanon127 and 
Uzbekistan128. Forecasting models are also 
providing critical insights into the impact and 
evolution of the crisis in the world of work. Other 
tools permitting more in-depth data collection on 
affected populations are also being developed,129 
and can incorporate questions or modules on 
fundamental principles and rights. Collecting 
information on how the crisis affects the rights 
of vulnerable groups, including ethnic or religious 
minorities, indigenous peoples and the LGBTIQ+ 
community, will be especially important in this 
context. These efforts should be continued and 
expanded to detect new and emerging patterns of 
child labour, forced labour and human trafficking, 
and help guide and adjust responses accordingly, 
as the crisis evolves. Short-term information 
collection should fit within and support ongoing 
longer-term efforts to build national systems of 
information collection relating to human rights in 
the world of work.

The road ahead. Leaving no one behind – 
the overarching call of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development – means putting the 
rights of the most vulnerable at the centre of the 
COVID-19 response. With the right policy choices 
and measures at this critical juncture, we have 
the opportunity to refocus on the root causes 
of human rights violations in the world of work, 
and achieve lasting improvements in the lives and 
livelihoods of workers and their families. We can 
in this way build back better for everyone. 
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