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This is a new blog series with experts active in various fields, including senior Japanese staff members 

from the United Nations, and with hope that Japan will overcome the crisis of this pandemic and 

recover better. The 24th contribution is from Mito Tsukamoto, Chief of the Development and 

Investment Branch, ILO Employment Policy Department. 

 

Photo: Mito Tsukamoto, Chief of the Development and Investment Branch, ILO Employment Policy 

Department. 

 

After starting her work at the International Labour Organization (ILO) in 1994, she has been Chief of 

of the Development Investment Branch (DEVINVEST) of the Employment Policy Department at the ILO 

Geneva headquarters since 2018. She has linked the challenges of vulnerability and climate change to 

sustainable infrastructure development through a human-centred approach, supporting community-

led efforts in various countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America for more than half of her career in the 

ILO.  DEVINVEST promotes initiatives on trade and macroeconomic employment impact analysis, 

employment-intensive investment programmes (EIIP), jobs for peace and resilience (JPR), and support 

for the transition to formality. Before working at the ILO, she worked at Hitachi Global Data Storage 

Technologies. She holds an MBA and an Honorary Degree in International Business Diplomacy from 

Georgetown University. (Photo: At Geneva Peace Week 2020, she was a Panel Speaker on the 

interrelationships between health, employment and peacebuilding challenges during the COVID-19 

pandemic.) 

 



Adjusting the way we work during the COVID-19 pandemic 

As with many other UN agencies, all staff at the International Labour Office (ILO) Headquarters where 

I work, with the exception of “Essential Workers”, shifted to teleworking as of 16th March. The 

transition to telework was relatively smooth, especially since our team was already used to having one 

or two colleagues teleworking, so our Branch Meetings were usually already in a hybrid situation – 

with face-to-face and teleworking staff.  However, one thing that became noticeable to many of us 

with child- and/or family care responsibilities was the need to balance these responsibilities and to be 

able to provide flexible working arrangements for those that required them. Parents often had to 

share their “office space” with the “learning space” of their children, which was the specificity that 

arose in the teleworking arrangement during the times of lockdown/curfews.  There was hardly a clear 

division between professional and private time, which all became fluid, with parents desperately 

trying to find ways to ensure their kids would not pop into Webinars or the distant sound of piano 

lessons in the background. What was saved in commuting time was often being invested into spending 

more hours “at work”.  

 

Photo: Teleworking during COVID-19 pandemic (© World Bank Photo Collection) 

 

From my own experience of working in Japan almost 30 years ago, I sometimes wonder how life must 

be there now.  Although I hear that there are great efforts to change the way we work (“hataraki-kata-

kaikaku”), including to reduce “zangyo” (overtime working hours), the reality then was that many 

workers had poor work-life balance, spending very little time with their families, coming home late 

from work, or even working over the weekends. This was due to their sense of “obligation” or “loyalty” 

to their companies to work or to accompany colleagues to late night outings (where much of the 

informal negotiations were concluded).    

https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/


Has COVID-19 changed these practices?  It would be good if these changes, in the long-term, lead to 

a realization that many of our jobs, in many cases, can be done from anywhere (under the condition 

that safety and health is ensured at the alternative workplace), that productivity can be kept high if 

workers are motivated, and that a good work-life balance is important for everyone’s physical and 

mental health.  In a sense the Future of Work and the need to consider digital ways of working has 

been pushed to the forefront.  We need to find the means to have a good balance of being able to 

embrace the digital world and find better ways of accommodating more flexible ways of working for 

both men and women. Japan has had to embrace digital technology for many years already to fill the 

gap of its decreasing working-age population, there may still be a need however, to culturally accept 

that work-life balance is important. Would this not be a reason contributing to the decreasing 

population? 

Despite many of these challenges, this impression that working from home would decrease labour 

productivity, in some ways was proven wrong.  Productivity is not about the location of the working 

place. It is about the individual’s motivation and a healthy environment in which the individual could 

excel his/her skills.  

Our Development and Investment Branch was quite productive during this time and carried out a  

number of initiatives during this teleworking period, including the analyses of the socio-economic 

impact of the COVID-19, its implications on the world of work, and policy recommendations based on 

these analyses, which allowed us to adjust some of our operational programmes to respond to the 

pandemic. Currently, about half of the employees have already resumed work in the office through a 

phased approach, taking into consideration the security, health and family circumstances of staff in 

accordance with the Policy brief on a Safe and healthy return to work as well as the concrete Guide 

on Safe return to work. 

"Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)" is a key element of the ILO’s foundation with several 

Conventions adopted by our Member states.  The threat posed by the COVID-19 virus has brought 

further to light the importance of creating a safe and healthy working environment for everyone in 

the workplace.  Employers and workers have a key role to play in ensuring everyone’s safety. 

I joined the ILO in 1994 and anecdotally I should mention that the first ILO International Labour 

Conference Committee that I was requested to join was to draft the Convention 176 on Safety and 

Health in Mines (1995). Whether it is in mines or in the office, OSH standards are essential to be able 

to ensure “decent work”, which is one of the goals of the SDGs and one that cuts across all economic 

sectors with the potential for having economic, social and environmental benefits.   

Now, some 26 years later, I find myself heading the Branch that hosts the Employment-Intensive 
Investment Programme (EIIP), a programme that started in the 1970’s to operationalize the ILO’s 
normative frameworks to create job opportunities through labour-based infrastructure development 
and environmental works.  This has now led to the current EIIP portfolio with 6 thematic areas  with 
an extended focus on social and environmental dimensions.  The ILO has been implementing these 
construction projects since then, creating jobs for vulnerable populations, increasing their 
employability with capacity development, and strengthening local institutions. 

https://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/WCMS_745311/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/WCMS_745311/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/resources-library/publications/WCMS_745549/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/actemp/publications/WCMS_744033/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/actemp/publications/WCMS_744033/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-intensive-investment/themes/lang--en/index.htm


 
 

Civil engineering and construction projects are 
known for their particularly high risk of 
workplace accidents that include falling off high 
scaffolding, overhead falls, and heavy 
equipment accidents, to name a few. The EIIP 
has included prevention and awareness-raising 
training sessions on Occupational Safety and 
Health for all workers and employers, and in 
some cases additional capacity building is 
conducted for labour inspectors at the 
institutional level to mainstream this important 
subject. 
 
One country that has implemented this set of 
guidelines is Lebanon. In Lebanon, a nationwide 
lockdown policy measure was introduced in 
mid-March 2020, as the threat of the COVID-19 
grew. Such measures lasted until around June, 
although the duration of the lockdown varied 
from a municipality to another. During the 
lockdown, most of the economic activities, 
including infrastructure construction projects, 
had to be suspended.  
 
However, the impact of the COVID-19 crisis has 
required measures against emerging safety and 
health hazards. 

Photo: Drainage maintenance work under the road construction project “Kumba Mamfe” 

implemented in Cameroon (© ILO CO-Yaounde) 

 

These include, ensuring appropriate distances between workers, proper wearing of masks, monitoring 

of workers' health status, strictly ensuring access to water and sanitation (WASH) facilities, as well as 

raising awareness on sanitation measures including frequent hand washing, and ensuring that 

disinfection equipment is available, among others. 

In response to these emerging needs, the ILO developed the OSH Action checklist for prevention and 

mitigation of COVID-19 at work, the Sector-specific guidance on “Stop COVID-19 at work!”, as well as 

the Guidelines on Adjusting Labour Practices that need to be followed in employment-intensive 

infrastructure construction projects. These Guidelines not only set out additional OSH measures, but 

also provide specific planning tools in the event of a lockdown or other business interruptions. These 

guidelines have since been reinterpreted in different contexts in over 20 countries where construction 

projects are being implemented by or with the ILO. In some countries, Governments and development 

agencies have adopted them as official instruments to ensure specific implementation procedures 

during the COVID-19 crisis, and potentially in the aftermath of the crisis when the virus remains a 

threat. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_737296.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/resources-library/publications/WCMS_741813/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/resources-library/publications/WCMS_741813/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/sector/Resources/WCMS_746337/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-intensive-investment/WCMS_741669/lang--en/index.htm


 

Photo: Workers are lining up to the working site with appropriate physical distancing (© World Bank 

Photo Collection) 

 

During this period, the ILO Office in Lebanon which, through the EIIP,  operates a wide range of 

infrastructure projects throughout the country, had steadily moved forward with the preparation of 

procedures for the safe resumption of operations, including the contextualization of the 

aforementioned Guidelines based on a number of consultations with the Government and local 

municipalities, procurement of personal protective equipment (PPE) items, as well as additional 

training on new Occupational Safety and Health standards during the COVID-19 times. 

In fact, when operations resumed around the beginning of June, a mechanism was already in place to 

ensure the new OSH standards, and thorough control measures were put in place to modify actual 

operations to allow each worker to maintain appropriate distances and monitor and record health 

conditions of each beneficiary on a daily basis. With these additional measures, the country's 

Infrastructure projects were beginning to get back on track. 

Unfortunately, as we all know, on 4th August, an explosion shook the entire capital city of Beirut, killing 

nearly 200 people, injuring over 6,500 and leaving 300,000 people homeless. 

In response to this situation, the ILO Office and the EIIP team reacted quickly.  The ILO was building 

infrastructure on the outskirts of the capital and had not implemented any projects in Beirut, but it 

immediately began coordinating with donor countries, Ministries and municipalities. Thanks to the 

positive response from these stakeholders, within a few days after the explosion, the Office was able 

to launch an emergency employment project to remove debris in Beirut, and 200 jobs have been 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/
https://www.ilo.org/beirut/publications/WCMS_746192/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/beirut/publications/WCMS_746192/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/tokyo/information/pr/WCMS_753285/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/tokyo/information/pr/WCMS_753285/lang--en/index.htm


created to date. The removal of debris includes many pieces of broken glass, which exposes the 

workers to an occupational safety and health risk. The threat of the COVID-19 also remains present. 

Again, the strict implementation of OSH standards is key to decent work under these new 

circumstances.  

 

Photo: Lebanon – flexible and reactive actions by donor countries and relevant Ministries enabled 

agile response to the emergency situation (© ILO CO-Beirut) 

 

 

Photo: Lebanon - workers removing debris (© ILO CO-Beirut) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/


In providing such emergency employment assistance, the ILO reached out to those who were 

vulnerable and in need. In order to give priority to those directly or indirectly affected by the explosion, 

the ILO Office in Lebanon developed Guidelines on the selection process for workers to ensure that 

these people were given special consideration.  

For example, Mr. Terzian, a Lebanese citizen in his 20s, used to work at a jewellery shop near the 

source of the explosion. After his father passed away, he depended on this job to be able to support 

his mother who was unable to work. The explosion, however, ruthlessly destroyed his only source of 

livelihoods, and his business was doomed.  

In order to reach out to this group of vulnerable people, job advertisements were disseminated 

through various channels, including on the Internet and SNS, through local and international NGOs, as 

well as within the local Government networks to make sure that the most vulnerable people had 

access to these job opportunities, acting as a safety net. “The project gave me a hope for the future” 

says Mr. Terzian. 

Infrastructure projects in Lebanon require a detailed process that not only promotes women’s 

participation, but also enhances social cohesion through the provision of appropriate and balanced 

employment opportunities for both local Lebanese citizens and Syrian refugees. Lebanon is known as 

one of the largest host countries for Syrian refugees, but relations between the two are sometimes 

strained over the country's pressing fiscal situation and limited employment opportunities. However, 

both Syrians and Lebanese are working hand in hand with a common goal in mind: rebuilding the city 

of Beirut, and containing the threat of the COVID-19. 

In Mauritania, the ILO is also supporting peaceful co-existence between host communities and 

refugees, particularly in Bassikounou and M’bera Camp, where a number of Malian refugees reside. 

The ILO’s mission there is to create job opportunities through the construction of schools, roads, and 

other infrastructure assets. During the pandemic, some innovations emerged, such as creating 

alternative job opportunities through local artisanal works, producing facemasks. The production of 

such hand-made facemasks can be “employment-intensive” since maximum labour inputs can be used 

to cut and sew fabrics. The ILO Office in Mauritania found an opportunity in this – the team quickly 

conducted a two-week training course for 21 local tailors to teach them how to produce such 

facemasks in large quantities. Hundreds of thousands of masks were produced locally, and these 

tailors were able to continue to secure income from their work during these difficult times. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/WCMS_742185/lang--en/index.htm


 

Photo: Mauritania - “Chantier école” Project supported by Japan created job and skill development 

opportunities for 435 young women and men (the photo was taken last year, © ILO CO-Nouakchott) 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic changed and continues to change the world of work, and the way we work. 

In this uncertain time, one thing remains certain – we need to put people at the centre of our response. 

Ensuring the provision of a safe and healthy working environment is one of the key responsibilities to 

which governments, employers and workers must all contribute. Conforming to the OSH standards at 

work does not have to be to the detriment of employment-intensive investments that create job 

opportunities. The OSH standards usually are, and can further be, highlighted through these kinds of 

works. As demonstrated by the ILO’s response in Lebanon, by adjusting our labour practices to 

emerging necessities, we can continue to provide our support to ensure that all workers, especially 

those that are vulnerable, are still able to secure their livelihoods. Such a human-centred approach is 

key to decent work. 

I would like to take this opportunity to extend my gratitude and appreciation to Ms. Yuka Ujita, 

Technical Specialist, Occupational Safety and Health, Governance and Tripartism Department, who 

provided many useful inputs to this article from her expertise on international occupational safety and 

health standards, and Mr. Tomoki Watanabe, Junior Professional Officer, Development and 

Investment Branch, Employment Policy Department, who shared his insight on the development of 

the EIIP guidelines and coordination with the local offices. 

 

This article was written in early October. Currently, most of the staff at the ILO headquarters have 

returned to teleworking form in accordance with measures taken by the city of Geneva.  

https://www.ilo.org/pardev/news/WCMS_685288/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldbank/

