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ABSTRACT 

The International Labour Organization is one of the oldest Unites Nations 

Organization working for the advancement of social and economic rights of the 

employees and marginalized labourers across the world. This Article will explain 

what does the International Labour Standards say about crisis response and will 

discuss in detail the role that the International Labour Organization played in the 

COVID -19 pandemic. Moreover, the author in the article will analyze how far 

the ILO went in order to protect the rights of workers and laborers in the various 

member countries. After the pandemic ends, a lot of problems will arise such as 

unemployment and thus the ILO have to be efficient to solve them in the future 

and thus the author will be talking about the future scope and its upcoming works. 

The article has also made a comparative case study between India and Brazil 

during the COVID-19 and how both the developing countries have taken over the 

situation in these challenging times.  
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INTRODUCTION  

International Labour Organization (hereon, ILO) is a UN Agency whose main function is to 

provide social, economic justice to workers and labourer by setting International Labour 

Standards. It was established in the year October 1919 by the Treaty of Versailles as an 

affiliated with the League of Nations. 

ILO is the paramount and the oldest agency established by the United Nations having 187 

members with the headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland. ILO has around 40 field officers round 

the world with 2700 staff working from the member countries out of which 900 working in the 

technical operations around the globe.  

AIM OF ILO  

Broadly the ILO is aimed at forming International Labour Standards across the world for 

ensuring sustainable work and working conditions for providing freedom, justice, equality and 

dignity worldwide. ILO also promote rights at work, encourage decent employment 

opportunities, enhance social protection and strengthen dialogue on work-related issues for all 

men and women.1” 

The international standards developed and promoted by the ILO for the national legislations 

across the world protect and promote the working conditions and living standards of the 

workers worldwide. ILO also aims at providing technical assistance and in the administration 

and policy making to tackle the issue of international competition, unemployment, 

underemployment and industrial related disputes that majorly arise in the underdeveloped and 

developing countries. Also, protecting the rights of international migrant workers and 

organized Labour. 

HISTORY OF ILO  

In the first decade of the formation of ILO it was majorly concerned with the research and 

legislative efforts for broadly defining the minimum living standard that would be adopted by 

the member countries. During the great economic depression in the 1930s the ILO came into 

assistance to curb the menace of unemployment that recently emerged. After the after-war 

breaking up of the European colonies, the ILO decided to bring under its wings the under 

 
1 ILO Mission and Impact, https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/lang--en/index.htm, (August, 1st 2021).   
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developed and developing countries and therefore new labour and employment related issues 

such as international labour, child labour, minimum living standards etc emerged from there. 

These issues were discussed with huge gravity in the ILO.  

WORKING OF ILO 

One of the most important things in the working of ILO is the cooperation between the 

government and employees and the member state that help in the development of social and 

economical progress. The working of ILO is majorly aimed at bringing men and women from 

various countries, giving them employment facilities in their respective countries with the set 

Labour standards, set and equal wages, minimum standard for living and a dignified life. Taking 

into account the policy making from every member state and whether or not the policies are 

being properly implemented.  

ILO uplifts the policy of tripartism as its constituents i.e. employers, workers and member 

states. A social dialogue should be established between the trade union and employers in the 

formulation of policies and minimum standards for providing social, economical justice.  

The three major tasks that ILO takes under its own wings are- firstly, the ILO sets International 

Labour Standards called Convention and Recommendation. This is for implementation by the 

member states. These set standards and guidelines are for the child Labour, women employees, 

safety of women workforces, maternity leaves, hours of works, minimum wage Labour 

inspection, holidays, social security protection, occupational health and safety, conditions of 

workers at sea, migrant workers etc.  

Secondly, providing technical assistance to the developing nations. This task has gained major 

popularity in the last two decades. In this challenging world with so much technical 

advancement there is a need of technology especially in the under developed and developing 

countries. ILO works in providing technical assistance to these member nations.  

For instance, in the commencement of the second half century, International Labour 

Organization launched the World Employment Program that aids and assist to train the people 

in the developing member states of ILO.  

https://www.ijllr.com/
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There are some 900 ILO experts of fifty-five different nationalities at work on more than 300 

technical cooperation projects in over 100 countries around the world.2” 

Third and one of the most remarkable tasks performed by the ILO is the widespread research, 

training, education and publication platform. ILO is one of the prominent sources of publication 

and documentation on Labour and social matters in the world.  

It has established two major educational institution namely the International Institute for Labor 

Studies in Geneva, and the International Center for Advanced Technical and Vocational 

Training in Turin, Italy.” 

IN LIGHT OF THE CURRENT COVID-19 SITUATION WHAT ROLE DID THE ILO 

PLAY IN THE PROTECTION OF SPECIFIC CATEGORIES OF WORKERS AND 

SECTORS? 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 virus is measured as one of the most critical universal health 

calamities of the era and one of the most difficult one to control so far. Its been more than a 

year since its outbreak and it has affected almost all spheres of human lives. In the month of 

December 2019, this virus emerged from the Wuhan, Hubei Province, China and was termed 

by the World Health Organization as COVID- 19.  

The virus rapidly spread across the world affecting lakhs of people on daily basis. The virus 

attacks the respiratory function of a human body making it difficult to breathe. Till date 1.34 

Million people last their lives to corona virus. This is one of the deadliest epidemic lasting for 

a year now and affecting life all around the globe.  

Not only the health of the people was adversely affected but also the financial situation was 

deeply wreaked. People from all the sectors lost their jobs and their source of financial income. 

Out of which migrant workers, labourers and lower middle-class people were majorly affected. 

People committed suicide because they were not able to cope up with the crisis, they were 

homeless, had nothing to eat and were driven to ultimately take their own lives.  

It is no news that the COVID crisis not only affected the individual lives but also affected the 

global economy. Especially the under developed and the developing countries were greatly 

 
2  Noble Peace Prize, 1969, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1969/labour/history/, (August, 2nd 2021). 
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challenged in this difficult time. Almost all the nations are struggling from the testing and 

treatment facilities. Some countries even don’t have proper means for testing and treatment.  

Naturally the unemployment conditions in these countries were hit the hardest. The degrading 

conditions in this pandemic have resulted in job lessness, lower incomes and increasing 

poverty. Not only the present conditions are being affected but a scary future of economic crisis 

is being generated affecting future lives and jobs.  

INDIAN MIGRANT WORKERS DURING COVID-19 PANDEMIC  

The migrant workers during the COVID pandemic have particularly faced a lot of hardships. 

Due to the shutdown of factories and places of work during the lockdown, the migrant workers 

were forced to return to the small villages and districts that they came from. In the lockdown 

due to the non-availability of public transports such as trains, buses etc., thousands of these 

migrant labourers had to walk home and it took days and weeks to reach their native homes.   

Lakhs of workers have to suffer from lack of income, food and shelter. In their native village 

where is no employment that have to earn their daily bread by doing whatever menial job at 

hand. A lot of these people committed suicide, went into depression because of the hard 

situation they were facing. More than 300 labourers lost their lives due to accidents on the road, 

suicide, hunger, police brutality and denial of timely medical aid to them.  

The cities that mostly attract migrant labourers in India are the metropolitan cities such as Delhi, 

Mumbai, Kolkata etc. These cities of course have better and bigger job opportunities as 

compared to the parts of the country where these migrant labourers come from they mostly 

engage in daily wages, construction and industrial sites and manufacturing and factories. 

 It is no news that these labourers are anyway denied with the basic health and sanitation 

facilities, proper medical care, and they barely have a place to live. They barely have any 

savings and mostly live in the places and sites they work at.  They leave their families in their 

hometown, work as hard as they can and bring earnings to their families.      

On one hand the daunt of the unpredictable corona pandemic is drying up the jobs and 

opportunities for people all across the globe especially affecting millions and millions of people 

belonging to the poor, lower middle class and some sections of the middle-class people, on the 

other hand the pandemic is also leaving a huge negative production in the agriculture and 

https://www.ijllr.com/
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production industry. Government have to feel lakhs of people who lost their jobs and have no 

means to earn during the period of lockdown. These poses a challenge of ensuring food security, 

controlling the already existing malnutrition among children and other health conditions.  

In any crisis such as the COVID itself it is the migrant labourers and the refugees to be laid off 

first and are the last ones to be hired back. These are the last ones to be included in any national 

emergency and crisis policy that ensured health benefits, employment, medical and other 

benefits. Moreover, many a times since the lack of proper documentation and other legal 

formalities they do not come forward especially in the times of testing and treatment because 

of the fear to be detained and separated from the family3.  

ROLE OF ILO IN THE PROTECTION OF MIGRANT WORKERS  

The International Labour Organization maintain a proper system known as the International 

Labour Standards aimed at providing proper working facilities and other supporting benefits 

such as health, medical monetary, education etc.  

These Labour standards are most important during the times of crisis and emergency when the 

workers need the most. The outbreak of the COVID-19 is one such crisis that degraded the 

working conditions of these people and left them financially unstable and weak for not just the 

current times but also in the future for a long time.  

In order to fight these crises, the ILO pre-hand drafts certain policies for the member states 

containing recommendations to assist the government and stake holders that helps the 

protection of these migrant workers in the states.  

Following are the few policies recommended by the International Labour Standard shortly 

released after the corona virus was rapidly increasing in the world. Although the policies and 

recommendations are not binding for the member states, they still hold value in these state as 

they are the internationally applicable guidelines for the signatory states. And therefore, they 

certainly hold value in these states and are expected to be followed.  

 
3 Protecting migrant workers during the COVID-19 pandemic Recommendations for Policy-makers and 

Constituents, https://www.ilo.org/ , (Dec, 1th 2020). 
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Firstly, the extension of health services and coverage of social protection to the migrant workers 

should be one of the topmost priorities of the government. This is one of the most significant 

protection that should be extended to the migrant labourers and refugees.  

In the tough times of this pandemic increasing the testing and the facilities for treatment to them 

should be made the top most priority by the Government, it is so because these workers are one 

of the worst hit class in the difficult times and thus subsidized testing and treatment along with 

other healthcare benefits should be provided.  

Secondly, after almost a year into the outbreak of the pandemic, thousands of migrant workers 

had to leave the cities they were working and travel to their home town. They walked for 

literally hundreds and thousands of kilometers without food and water for days. Unfortunately, 

due to the lack of public transportation and proper food supply they had to sleep on railway 

tracks. Many of them lost their lives in accident in the railway tracks, few of them died due to 

starvation and a lot of them lost their lives due to other reasons. There was negligence on part 

of the government for it is the sole responsibility of the government under these critical 

circumstances to help the people with at least the basics of amenities such as food, shelter, 

clothing. And therefore, all these migrant labors should have access to free legal aid when they 

claim the unfair treatment such paying small or no wages at all, making them quit their job etc.  

Thirdly providing adequate and accessible information to the migrant workers. It is the 

foremost duty of the government to provide these workers with the adequate information about 

the health care benefits including the safety hazard in the place of work. Circulating relevant 

guidelines in the workplace and making them aware about the does and don’ts is a necessary 

step that must be taken by the government for protecting these migrant workers from 

exploitation.  

Moreover ensuring that the migrant workers have regular status and that they do not fall under 

the category of irregular status, this includes providing the facilities of visas (for international 

migrant workers), permits and licenses besides providing them with monetary benefits for not 

just them but also for their families for a longer period of time is included in the policy by the 

ILO.  

https://www.ijllr.com/
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GIVEN THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE CURRENT PANDEMIC SITUATION 

WHAT IS THE FUTURE OF ILO AND HOW DOES THE INTERNATIONAL 

LABOUR STANDARD PLAY THE ROLE IN ASSISTING IT? 

The International Labour Organization that was established by the League of Nation was based 

on the believe that world peace can only be achieved if social justice was achieved at a global 

scale. Till date 187 countries around the world have signed the ILO who are signatory to it. The 

remaining few nations however also look upon ILO in certain matters and follow its 

recommendations.  

Dating back to the history of ILO in its span of 100 years it has seen a lot of tough times such 

as the Great Depression, decolonization, rise and fall of capitalism, countries getting powerful 

and bankrupt in a very short span of time and now the infamous pandemic that has devoured the 

world of the life of normalcy and development.  

The beginning of the ILO was with the ending of World War 1. The world was bought with 

itself a huge amount of unemployment and poverty at a huge scale for a long period of time, but 

gradually the world got into its feet with the establishment of institutions such a IMF, ILO, ICJ 

etc. 

This resulted in the creation of more job opportunities among men and women and opened the 

gates for better living conditions by reducing the illiteracy and unemployment rates in the world. 

Manual labourers were in high demand. People had to work hard for earning money as the 

technological development was not that advanced and thus the demand for physical work was 

more. But as time changed and the world saw economical advancement so did the increase of 

desk jobs increased and with the replacement of machines with humans increased making people 

more unemployed. Education and knowledge about certain things became part of the work. 

With the advancement of time and the increase in the technology in the world, the rate of 

injustice and Labour exploitation increased. Moreover, since globalization was increasing, so 

was the rate of inter-country migration. This led to the exploitation of the non-domestic workers 

more and more and thus ILO came stronger than before providing guidelines and 

recommendations to the various countries for the protection of rights of the people at national 

as well as international levels.  
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The International Labour Organization over the years observed and realized that only after 

organizing Labour, solution to the exploitation can be reached. Organized Labour is an essential 

force for the equality for the reason to provide fair wages and moreover to stand against the 

government.  

This was the scenario when the world was not facing the pandemic it is facing today. Since the 

outbreak of the coronavirus that deeply disturbed the economy and the people associated with 

it. Most of the information technology jobs from the office have shifted to home in the form of 

work from home. Its been almost a year that millions of people have been working from home 

slowly entering the digital era.  

With the trend of online work carried from anywhere in the world, it comes with new sets of 

responsibilities and digital exploitation that has to be managed by the countries through ILO. 

The ILO in its global survey estimated about a high unemployment estimate of about 24.7 

million because of COVID crisis in the world.  

ILO in the future had a very crucial role to play after the end of this pandemic. It is to protect 

not only certain kinds of jobs but to protect all kinds of jobs including the jobs in tourism, high 

end risk jobs. Protection of jobs having low wages and unstable incomes and zero hours 

workers etc.  

ILO not only has the responsibility to protect the jobs but also to form deal with the fundamental 

weakness of the Labour market, social policies and solidarity mechanism for the vulnerable 

class. 

INTERNATIONAL LABOUR STANDARDS – INDIA AND BRAZIL, A 

COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY 

It is no news that the COVID- 19 virus has affected every country and every economy in the 

world. Right from the under developed nations to the developing and the developed nations, 

people have been hit by the unwarranted pandemic left, right and center. Naturally the future 

works and employment of under developed countries and the developing countries are worst 

affected. One such developing nation is Brazil.  

https://www.ijllr.com/
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The Labour market in Brazil affected around 37.3 million people because of the impact of social 

distancing 4 and the lockdown. These people did not have fixed jobs and therefore were not a 

part of the employment benefits. And according to the ILO survey of 2020, the impact on the 

unprotected class of workers such as the daily wage contractor, employees, cleaners, part time 

workers, sub-contractors etc. were worst hit. Since the all-time problem in the government of 

Brazil prevailed during the pandemic as well therefore protection of people of these classes 

became much more difficult.  

The Brazilian government however created the Emergency Program for the maintenance of 

Employment and Income. According to the ILO, the sector most affected by the virus is the 

retail, accommodation, food and manufacturing sector.  

In another developing country such as India itself, the ILO is working to update regarding the 

responses and framework policies. These policies are keeping the International Labour 

Standard as its base. It works as a guiding light to help prioritize the heath and economy sector 

in India. 

“The inclusive response aid four major areas such as  

1. Protecting workers in the workplace; 

2. Stimulating economic and Labour demand; 

3. Supporting employment and incomes 

4. Using social dialogue between government, workers and employers to find solutions5.” 

 

In the lines of the policy created by the ILO, the ILO’s India State office extended its skill and 

expertise to help certain states in India cope up with the pandemic. ILO guided certain states 

such as Orrisa, Uttar Pradesh to create responses and to help and support the various enterprises 

and workers especially in the unorganized sectors.  

Program such as Start and Improve Your Business (SIYB) by the Organization is helping to 

provide source of revenue in the state of Kerala. Along with this a lot of several other policies 

 
4 The pandemic and the labor market in Brazil, Simone da Silva Costa, 

https://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?pid=S0034-76122020000400969&script=sci_arttext&tlng=en , (Dec, 1th 2020) 
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and programs have been launched by the ILO office in India for the people and employees to 

get back on their feet as soon as possible.  

CASE ANALYSIS  

INDIA  

In the case law of Lawyers Beyond Borders vs Union of India6 the petition that was filed in the 

Kerala High Court by Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA), Lawyers Beyond Borders (LBB) 

Network, Cross Regional Centre for Migrants and Refugees (CCRM), South Asia Trade Union 

Council (SARTUC), and Solidarity Center (SC). It was majorly filed to seek the remedy against 

the exploitation and discrimination created against the employees living outside India.  

They said the employers were taking advantage of mass repatriation after the COVID outbreak. 

They asked the government to document the people and employees losing their jobs 

permanently or temporarily. They were basically seeking the legal action against the employers 

to which India said that there were the existing mechanisms to help the migrant workers 

including online complaint portals and legal aid at embassies.  

BRAZIL  

In the case in Brazil where the Democratic Party7 filed a Direct Action of Unconstitutionality 

requesting a remedy against the Presidential Provisional Decree. It was held in the above case 

that the Federal Government’s decree to ease and liberate the Labour laws in constitutional in 

nature during the time of pandemic.  

Moreover, the individual agreement signed by the employer and the employee would prevail 

over other rules given the tough circumstances of the situation that the world is currently 

dealing with.  

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION  

The International Labour Organization have been working effectively over the past couple of 

years and definitely have set Labour standards across the world. But still in many countries the 

problem of Labour and their conditions still exist and thus ILO should be more efficient in 

 
6    Lawyers Beyond Borders vs Union of India , (2020) 1 S.C.C. 454 (India) 
7 ADI 6342 MC-REF 
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working towards the same. Secondly ILO needs to take in account the social conditions and 

them make regulations and guidelines. Even in the under developed and developing countries 

the conditions of labors are worst than we can imagine and therefore better monitoring and 

implementation of policies must take place. After the corona pandemic will end a lot of new 

problems such as mass unemployment and poverty will occur and the ILO must be developing 

guidelines for the future problems that may be arising  

REFERENCES  

1. The future of ILO standards, Lee Swepston 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41844331 

2. The Future of the International Labour Organization, Laurence R. Helfer 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37809431_The_Future_of_the_International

_Labour_Organization 

3. "ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work" 

https://www.ilo.org/declaration/lang--en/index.htm 

4. The Passage of Power: Labor and the New Social Order 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/986599 

5. Organizational Growth and Goal Structure: The Case of the ILO," International 

Organization 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2706128 

6. Norway in the International Labour Organization, 1919–1939" Scandinavian Journal of 

History 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03468759608579329 

7. Implications of Covid-19 for Labour and Employment in India, The Indian Journal of 

Labour Economics volume 63, pages47–51(2020) 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7471517/ 

 

https://www.ijllr.com/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41844331
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37809431_The_Future_of_the_International_Labour_Organization
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37809431_The_Future_of_the_International_Labour_Organization
https://www.ilo.org/declaration/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.jstor.org/stable/986599
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2706128
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03468759608579329
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7471517/

