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IOE Guidance Notes to the Report of the Director-General of the ILO: 

"The Americas in the face of the challenges of the 21st Century: full and productive 

employment and decent work" 

 

Introduction 

The 2014 Regional Meeting is taking place at a time of global uncertainty. The less 

favourable international environment presents new challenges for the region. The downturn 

in foreign demand and the reduction in trade volume, falling prices for raw materials exported 

by the region, and the uncertainty resulting from a possible tightening of global financial and 

monetary conditions have made it difficult for the economies of the Americas to grow as they 

have done in the past decade. 

While there was talk five years ago of twin surpluses in many Latin American countries for 

both current and fiscal accounts, many of these economies have now shifted towards twin 

deficits. The falling contribution of consumption to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth 

and an increase in inflationary pressure are also cause for concern. 

This highlights the structural challenges facing the Americas, and gives rise to the following 

question: in such a scenario, what should the priorities for economic policy be? 

For employers, the answer is decisive action through structural reforms to boost 

competitiveness. The region's governments should focus their efforts on the implementation 

of structural reforms that may lead to enhanced growth and productivity. Although specific 

priorities vary between countries, the economies of the Americas are facing some common 

challenges: 

1. It is therefore essential to push through reforms to reduce the labour productivity gap 

that exists between the majority of the countries in the region and developed countries, a gap 

that has not closed in the past thirty years. 

2. It is vital to support policies that can harness the current dynamics and opportunities 

offered by the global economy, improving the competitiveness of Latin American economies. 

The rise of the large emerging economies in Asia has favoured the region's role as global 

supplier of natural resources. While not overlooking this opportunity, it is essential that we 

learn from past mistakes and diversify production structures into sustainable and intensive 

knowledge- and technology-based activities that generate added value and quality jobs. 

Some of the options that the region might explore in order to achieve this are already in 

place, from offering greater incentives for intra-regional trade to promoting strategies which 

encourage greater generation and capture of added value in global value chains. Various 

studies highlight the need to identify niches with the potential for added-value generation, 

which are based on the comparative advantages of the region's economies (e.g. service 

industries), and to substantially improve logistics and reduce logistics costs (infrastructure). 

Furthermore, these elements would have a clear positive impact on the labour productivity of 

the region. 
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3. The push for reform in the region should aim for inclusive and sustainable growth, 

and those countries that do not yet do so should view private enterprise as a key ally in 

creating more and better jobs. This is the main appeal by the Employers' Group to the 

meeting. We also wish to thank the Regional Office for taking these considerations into 

account in respect of its future activities. 

 

Preliminary Comments on the Report 

The report consists of two parts:  

Part 1: introduction; economic growth and changes in the workplace; inclusive growth, with 

social inclusion and employment formalisation; reflections on social dialogue and the role of 

the ILO 

Part 2: describes the achievements of the ILO in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

The report recognises the great importance this region has for the ILO, and the heterogeneity 

of its countries: more advanced economies alongside emerging economies, a large bloc of 

middle-income countries, and others considered to be among the poorest countries 

internationally.  

In paragraph 2 of the report, the following three questions are put. According to the Director-

General, these questions should guide debate and direct the ILO in its work: 

1. Have the economic models tested in the past fifteen years, which brought moderate 

but sustained growth, reached their limits? 

2. What are the main obstacles facing countries in the region in creating great social 

inclusion and quality jobs?  

3. What are the alternatives, and what should the ILO's role be in promoting substantive 

and sustainable change? 

As employers, we should be asking supplementary and more specific questions in order to 
further guide discussion, and to encourage governments, workers and the Office to reflect - 
by way of example – on the following points: 

4. What are the priority macro and micro public policies needed to promote the 
development of industrial networks and production capacities that can stimulate the creation 
of more and better formal jobs?  

5. What government action is urgently needed in order to create a favourable 
environment for creating and consolidating sustainable businesses in the Americas? 

 

 

Part 1 

1. Chapter entitled Economic growth and changes in the world of work  

The section of the report concerned with analysis of the region's macroeconomic 

development is centered on the notion of “moderate but sustained growth, based 

principally on primary exports that have generated resources to combat poverty, but 

which has not been sufficient to reduce informal work or formalise employment to the 

same degree”.  
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The following three comments can be made in relation to this idea:  

a. The 2003-2009 period was the first to disprove economic analysis from various 

sectors that had referred to the historic incompatibility between economic growth and 

reduced inequality in Latin America. During this period, growth (5.4% between 2004 and 

2008) and reduced inequality (between 2002 and 2010, the Gini coefficient fell in 14 of the 18 

countries, with this reduction exceeding 5% in 13 of those countries) was accompanied 

by unprecedented development in the region. According to World Bank data, economic 

growth (increase in average income per capita) played a far more important role, and was 

responsible for a 66% fall in poverty and 74% increase in the middle class. 

In effect, the key driver of economic growth in the region was external demand in favourable 

financing conditions. However, there is a tendency to overlook the fact that this is not 

"moderate" growth: 5.4% between 2004 and 2008, compared to the OECD's 2.3%. 

b. Revenue from growth cannot solely be linked to income from exports. Such 

income would not be able to generate said revenue without accompanying and 

appropriate management of fundamental macro variables, such as monetary policy, 

reserve management or fiscal policy. Not forgetting the progressive liberalisation of 

trade and investment that took place in the region from the 1990s, and which was vital 

in leveraging the impact of the export boom. Nor is any reference made in the report to 

the infrastructure investments made in the 1990s that made growth possible. 

c. Demand conditions only explain one side of this growth. The other is supply, and in 

this respect the region's growth in recent years can primarily be explained by an 

accumulation of factors (particularly working hours), while productivity (measured as total 

factor productivity) had only a modest impact on the last growth surge. This is among 

the fundamental problems for the future. If the more immediate perspectives are more 

restricted capital accumulation (due to less favourable external financing conditions) and 

limitations on labour factor growth (slim growth margin for participation rates, ageing 

population), the region must necessarily turn to productivity growth to keep growth 

rates at a level that allows for the region's social challenges to be addressed. In light of 

this, it is no doubt surprising that the report argues in paragraph 10 that "at macro level, the 

fall in the percentage of GDP as wages and remuneration of work is worrying; this situation 

threatens the social and economic sustainability of growth by jeopardising the distributive 

function of the labour market" without any mention of improving productivity. 

The global crisis, effects and lessons learned (paragraphs 34 to 38). Paragraph 38 

stresses that: “one interpretation of the crisis is that labour market policies, when correctly 

applied, can play a vital counter-cyclical role, as they not only stimulate the economy but also 

protect individuals' employment and incomes…”. One particularly important point in the 

macro description of the region concerns measures that favoured the position that Latin 

America was better able to protect itself against the crisis than other parts of the world, 

notably developed Western economies. According to the report, credit for this goes to public 

policies on employment and the workplace. Here the document indicates a somewhat 

dangerous bias, because although the region's counter-cyclical policies certainly had a 

significant impact, these policies would have been virtually impossible without a series 

of macro conditions that, although mentioned peripherally, are not afforded the same 

political importance as that afforded to counter-cyclical measures by the document. 

Many countries in the region saw a boost to public finances and a fall in public and foreign 

debt ratios, accompanied by a stronger external financial position thanks to a substantial 

increase in international reserves and more robust national banking systems. This 
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explains why margins for manoeuver in each country in relation to the budget were 

crucial in slowing the recessionary impact of adverse shocks. Generally speaking, 

countries with healthier finances were better able to counteract the negative impact of 

the crisis on the real economy, and are in a better position to tackle the slowdown in 

growth to which the document refers, while those that have not developed policies like 

those mentioned will not be in a position to discuss which social policy options are the most 

appropriate for improving the quality of life of their citizens, because they will simply be 

unable to finance those policies. In this regard, we cannot agree more strongly with the 

second part of paragraph 38, where it states: "ensuring that these measures take root and 

become established as stable labour market policies, and are not simply ad hoc counter-

crisis strategies, is a challenge". This challenge should be understood in the context of 

an initial and previous challenge, which is that of consolidating growth, because 

without growth, there will be no way of financing a stable social policy structure. 

Limitations on current growth in Latin America and the Caribbean (paragraphs 47 to 

60): In terms of current limits on growth, low productivity growth is undoubtedly a key 

element, as the report itself recognises, as well as the drivers described in the report. 

Nevertheless, the main response mentioned by the report -diversification of production- 

seems somewhat simplistic. Diversification of production is a laudable ambition in that it has 

coincided for some years with economic analysis in respect of the dominance of the primary 

sector in the region's exports. Yet seriously addressing this ambition requires a significantly 

more in-depth analysis than that set out in the report, and which leads, prior to diversification 

of production, to changes in the production structure towards sectors with greater 

added value. This approach requires a wholesale revolution in various key areas such as 

education, technology, improvements in the financial and regulatory spheres, infrastructure, 

and a significant reduction in interventionist temptations in the economic sphere. In short, a 

new paradigm that makes the private sector a real and strategic partner, rather than to be 

viewed with suspicion is required. 

 

2. Chapter entitled: Our development goals 

The positive effects of economic growth are most strongly felt when they lead to a 

sustainable development process, are tied to social welfare, and are stimulated by genuine 

social dialogue.  

Currently, the informal economy employs a high percentage of the region's economically 

active population, a situation that entrenches social inequality and market inefficiency and 

further distances us from the ILO objectives on decent work. It is important that the 

robustness of the region's institutions and public authorities be enhanced, that regulations be 

made more efficient and streamlined and more applicable to the reality in which they are 

applied, and that transitional programmes be implemented to this end. 

We support paragraph 61 of the report where it states that informal work does not benefit 

workers, employers or governments. We believe that it is vital to promote legislative 

frameworks, and the effective application thereof, that lead to a reduction in the size of the 

informal economy, as this has become one of the major obstacles to development in the 

region.  

The focus of the transition to formalised employment that should be promoted by the ILO 

should not be exclusively on increased levels of protection for informal workers by means of 

legislation.  
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The ILO should analyse how legislative and institutional limitations affect potential growth, 

both from an economic perspective and in terms of job creation in the formal sector. The 17 

pillars for sustainable businesses defined by the ILO may be of use in undertaking this 

analysis. 

One challenge that the ILO might take up in this sphere is improving statistical data on the 

region's informal economy, a topic that is regrettably not addressed in the report. 

The description of the informal economy in the report is more fiction than fact. On one hand, 

it again makes reference to an employment category that has long been opposed by 

employers (insecurity). On the other, it offers a superficial interpretation of the informal 

economy, opting to describe it as characterised by low productivity and poor-quality working 

conditions. Although these characteristics are present throughout much of the region's 

informal economy, the truth is that, generally speaking, the informal economy is a lifeline for 

many of those who work in it. Moreover, there are examples, such as those highlighted by 

other financial bodies in the region, which indicate that informal work is a conscious choice 

when faced with the poor-quality work available in the organisations that make up the labour 

market and the economy in general (in areas such as taxation, health, training and 

education, infrastructure and business regulations).  

Furthermore, the report uses new terminology that does little to aid understanding of this 

phenomenon, and in fact does quite the opposite, such as the aforementioned “insecure 

formalization”. See paragraph 68. 

 

3. Chapter entitled: Social Dialogue and the role of the ILO. 

With regard to social dialogue, the report's narrative focuses on a view of social dialogue that 

exists solely in the institutions set up to that end. Social dialogue goes far beyond that of 

the institutions, and indeed, social dialogue institutions only work where a culture of 

dialogue, trust, respect and a willingness to reach agreement already exists. All this on the 

basis of a common development model that, naturally, incorporates the individual and 

legitimate differences of each sector. It is this idea that has allowed other areas of the 

developed world to make social dialogue an essential tool for social progress, while in this 

region the very definition of a development model is subject to a level of controversy 

that would be difficult to match in other countries at a similar stage of development. 

Perhaps the ILO should take this as its starting point: helping stakeholders, including 

governments, to move closer to and establish positions for a shared development 

model. 

The report alludes to the numerous attacks in the region against freedom of association and 

collective bargaining (in addition to personal attacks against trade union and business 

leaders). This catalogue of violations of key freedoms for social stakeholders overlooks 

entrepreneurial freedom; a freedom that is equally essential for employers' 

organisations and for the very essence of the values that it represents. Countries 

without legal certainty in relation to the exercise of entrepreneurial freedom immediately see 

a slowdown in development, weakened credibility and confidence at international level, an 

increase in the informal economy and, in short, a return to higher poverty levels.  

Paragraph 104 highlights a particularly unfortunate part of the report, stating, in relation to 

social dialogue, that "there appears to be a crisis of confidence, resulting from a lack of 

mutual recognition, respect and validation as legitimate partners, coupled with poor 
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representation of employers' and workers' organizations …". It fails to mention how the 

Director-General reached such a conclusion on the lack of representation of employers' 

organisations. In Latin America, at least, there can be no doubt that these organisations are 

the most representative and most able to conclude agreements and drive their growth.  Apart 

from this, there is certainly, as is also mentioned in the report, a lack of trust between social 

stakeholders that is absent in other emerging or medium-development regions. However, the 

actions of some governments are sometimes directly damaging if not entirely hostile to 

employers' organisations, failing to recognise their role in social dialogue or demonising their 

identity and perspectives to the general public. 

 

Part 2  

The achievements of the ILO in Latin America and the Caribbean (2010-2014) 

“Creation of new opportunities for decent and productive work, specifically by means 

of promoting favourable environments for sustainable businesses” (paragraphs 130-

138). It should be noted that very limited information is provided on activities undertaken by 

ACT/EMP and the Enterprise Department in relation to work on promoting favourable 

environments for sustainable businesses. While not denying the importance of the ILO's 

activities in respect of the broad issue of promoting work, and which are reflected in the 

report, it is unacceptable that the development of the EESE toolkit which made it 

possible to intervene in four countries, with outstanding results for ILO assistance, in 

conjunction with employers' orgnisations, to analyse business environments, identify 

areas of reform, and design policy proposals, should be accorded only one paragraph. 

This was a priority that was explicitly driven by employers in Santiago de Chile in 2010 in 

order to promote an ILO that more closely reflected the concerns and challenges of 

the region's businesses in its activities, on the basis of the conclusions adopted to that 

end by the ILC in 2007. Furthermore, if the work undertaken by the region in this regard is 

particularly noteworthy in comparison to other regions, it is difficult to understand why the 

Director-General's report gives this information so little fanfare. Employers will doubtless 

have provided information on these activities, but it is precisely this report that should 

recognise the importance of this work for other ILO constituents, so that they 

understand, see and appreciate the significance of that work when addressing growth 

challenges, and recognise the contribution of the private sector in tackling those challenges 

in the specific context of the region, as stated in the first part of these comments. 

We also consider it appropriate to express our surprise that no mention is made in the 

report at all of the work undertaken by ACT/EMP under the FORLAC programme in 

investigating and generating knowledge on the informal economy in terms of how the formal 

private sector should be involved to reduce informal activity. Investigations in six countries in 

Central America and the Dominican Republic, studies on the Andean countries and the 

Southern Cone, in addition to specific work in Surinam and St. Lucia, is, in our view, a 

significant amount of work to be overlooked. In addition, 300 interviews were conducted with 

informal entrepreneurs in Lima, Peru and 300 more in Santiago de Chile, with very revealing 

and useful results as to the socio-economic reality of the informal market. 

We appreciate that the DG report cannot cover each and every one of the hundreds of 

activities conducted by the Office in the region, but if the FORLAC section quite rightly 

underlines the technical support and assistance afforded to governments, the same 
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importance should be afforded to outlining what the two other ILO constituents 

received under said programme. 

Lastly, this paragraph concerns the methodologies developed by the ILO, which it has been 

actively engaged in promoting in recent years, and which share the common feature of 

intervention at business level that connects working conditions with elements such as 

productivity and competitiveness (SIMAPRO, SCORE). While this is not the appropriate 

place to go into an analysis of these methodologies, and while we recognise their results at 

this intervention level, the most important challenge for these methodologies clearly 

continues to be ensuring that these concepts take root through national and sectoral 

policy proposals. In this regard, there is still some way to go in involving employers' 

organisations in these efforts, and it is important that this challenge be duly reflected in 

any future revision to these programmes. 

The question of freedom of association and collective bargaining, a clear and legitimate 

priority that was introduced in Santiago at the request of workers, is given two full pages, in 

contrast to the paragraph given in the report to promoting favourable environments 

for sustainable enterprises. This extended tour of the ILO's achievements in respect of the 

offences committed against trade union organisations could perhaps have left room for 

the report by the Executive Board, approved following the high-level mission to 

Venezuela. 

 

For any additional information please contact Maria Paz Anzorreguy: anzorreguy@ioe-

emp.org  
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