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I. INTRODUCTION

At the XVIII IACML, held in Medellin, Colombia in November 2013, the IACML Working Groups (WGs) were redefined with the aim of reflecting the current priorities of the Ministries of Labor and the spirit of the Declaration and Plan of Action of Medellin. According to the Plan of Action of Medellin, the main objective of these Working Groups is “to advise the IACML on the objectives of the Declaration of Medellin. As such, the Groups will examine in greater depth the topics identified in this Plan of Action, facilitate the exchange of experiences, provide pertinent information and studies, and follow up on related hemispheric initiatives.”

Additionally, the Plan of Action of Medellin establishes that Working Group 2 (WG2) “will follow up on the Declaration of Medellin as regards the strengthening of Ministries of Labor as the foundation for the enforcement of labor legislation, worker and employer protection, and the promotion of harmonious labor relations.” (Art. 7)

Within this framework and mindful of the Plan of Action and Final Report presented to the Ministers at the XVIII IACML, WG2 has not only built on earlier work carried out under the theme “Strengthening Ministries of Labor to Promote Decent Work and Social Inclusion”, but has striven to strengthen the institutional capacity of the Ministries of Labor to further protect workers’ rights and promote social dialogue.

The Plan of Action of Medellin established the following priority issues for WG2: 

· Strengthening the management capacity of Ministries of Labor

· Development, enforcement, and promotion of labor laws and the effective exercise of fundamental principles and rights at work 

· Strategies for the prevention and eradication of child labor, especially its worst forms 

· Social dialogue

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

· Strategies to combat discrimination in respect of employment and occupation

· Strategies to combat all forms of forced or compulsory labor

· Policies and systems for labor inspection

· Occupational safety and health and worker wellness in promotion of healthy workforces

· International cooperation on labor matters

With a view to implementing the Plan of Action of Medellin in a meaningful and focused manner, and as decided at the Planning Meeting of the IACML, WG2 identified four key topics: 

· Strategies for the prevention of child labor

· Occupational health and safety

· International cooperation on labor matters

· Compliance with labor laws, effective exercise of fundamental principles and rights at work, and strengthening of labor inspection

To address these issues, WG2 met on two separate occasions.  WG2 held its first meeting in Bridgetown, Barbados on September 19, 2014 in conjunction with the meeting of WG1 and the RIAL Workshop titled “Social dialogue for formalization.”  The second meeting of WG2 took place in Cartagena, Colombia on April 29, 2015.  It worth highlighting that some topics are common to both WGs; as such, some considerations and recommendations included in the Final Report of WG1 to the IACML are also relevant for the work of WG2; particularly those relating to equity, social dialogue, and strategies for improving entrance into the labor market and addressing the needs of vulnerable populations.

The meetings of WG2 and the RIAL workshop titled “Social dialogue for formalization” were attended by officials of a significant number of Ministries of Labor and representatives of the Business Technical Advisory Committee on Labor Matters (CEATAL), the Trade Union Technical Advisory Council (COSATE), and international organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO), the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), the Inter-American Centre for Knowledge Development in Vocational Training (CINTERFOR), the Pan-American Health Organization (PAHO), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the Inter-American Development Ban (IDB), the Inter-American Conference on Social Security (CISS) and the Organization of American States (OAS).  These meetings and workshop provided opportunities to exchange knowledge, experience and good practices among Ministries of Labor of the Hemisphere 

Section II provides a summary of the topics that were discussed during the past two years.  Section III presents the results of these discussions and identifies areas where further work is needed.  Finally, Section IV contains WG’s recommendations as input for the upcoming IACML.

II. SUMMARY OF TOPICS COVERED IN OUR DELIBERATIONS 

1. The eradication of child labor is a priority in the labor agendas of the countries of the region. According to ILO reports, the number of working children and adolescents in the region has been reduced by 7.5 million. However, despite this progress, some alarming figures persist and it is crucial that the region maintain its focus on further reducing the overall prevalence of child labor.  Technical cooperation, whether regional or international, contributes to this downward trend. The ILO’s Programme on the Elimination of Child Labor (IPEC) and its launch of the “Latin America and Caribbean Free of Child Labor” Regional Initiative is a case in point.  This tripartite instrument has the formal support of 25 countries in the region, has a flexible approach and allows immediate action tailored to the needs of each country. Similarly, the Interagency Group for the Eradication of Child Labor (GITI) and the RIAL have made and continue to make significant strides in the area through strengthened coordination and sharing of best practices, which have allowed national initiatives to be launched (such as private sector networks to combat child labor) or programs to be improved. 
2. Some member State governments lead national initiatives to reduce child labor. For example, Canada and the United States collaborate with international partners and fund projects that include child labor components.  Panama and Honduras are both implementing a technical assistance project focusing on social dialogue titled “Dialogando” to address the issue; and Ecuador reported on its Program for the Eradication of Child Labor (PETI) which has had many successes, including stronger labor inspection, the release of some 40,000 children and adolescents from child labor.

3. Regarding occupational health and safety, it has been difficult to determine the rate of occupational accidents due to a general lack of recognition of the occupational origin of accidents and underreporting. 
4. Chronic noncommunicable diseases continue to be the leading cause of fatalities in the Americas, led by cardiovascular disease and cancer, closely followed by smoking and obesity among the poor and less educated. However, scattered information from multiple sources of dubious reliability only allows comparisons among a few countries. Risk factors include exposure to HIV infections among health workers and exposure to cancer-causing agents during environmental and agricultural work, which can both be controlled with proper rules on occupational health and safety.
5. A 2013 progress report on the PAHO Regional Plan for Workers’ Health noted that the needs of workers have changed, while the four programmatic areas of the plan have been maintained: quality of work environments, policy and legislation, promotion of workers’ health, and comprehensive health services. Among the main challenges to workers’ health, the following were highlighted: improving information systems, determining the impact of occupational diseases, improving occupational monitoring and addressing critical areas.

6. With regard to international cooperation on labor matters, several Ministries have cooperation units, which demonstrates that labor cooperation is considered an important issue.  Generally, the cooperation units focus on the need for Ministries of labor to develop an integrated vision based on their domestic needs, and the importance of identifying the type of international cooperation they require and how it could help them achieve progress in specific areas.

7. On the subject of compliance with labor laws, it was agreed that labor inspections are essential to ensure the enforcement of labor laws and effective exercise of fundamental principles and rights to work. 

8. During the discussions various factors that can harm the efficiency and effectiveness of labor inspection were highlighted: 

· Excess of tasks that are not typically part of the inspectors’ duties

· The concentration of inspectors in some geographic areas or productive sectors/industries 

· The inspectors’ contractual instability instilled by changes in government

· The number of inspectors. On average, Latin America and the Caribbean are at 0.6 for every 10,000 workers. The ILO recommends that there be one inspector for every 10,000 workers. 

· Access to adequate salary, means such as transportation and tools to perform their duties
9. During both meetings of WG2, the operations and current situation of the Inter-American Network for Labor Administration (RIAL) were analyzed, based on comprehensive activity and financial reports presented by the Technical Secretariat.  Delegations reaffirmed their support to the Network which was created by the IACML, is coordinated by the OAS, and led and financed by the Ministries of Labor.
10. In the context of the RIAL Workshop titled “Social dialogue for formalization”, the importance of strengthening social dialogue was emphasized, as it was recognized as a tool that enables governments, workers and employers to develop joint solutions, including relating to the issue of formalization of the economy. 
III. AREAS OF AGREEMENT AND ISSUES FOR FURTHER WORK 

1. Ministries agreed that concerted actions are needed to address the issue of child labor and that work should be conducted on several fronts, and in collaboration with the public and private sectors to guarantee and restore the rights of children and their families.
2. Ministries also identified monitoring compliance and enforcement through incentives and social protection policies as key elements that can contribute to the eradication of child labor.  Strengthening Ministries’ capacities and raising awareness among all stakeholders are also powerful tools to overcome the challenge.  They also noted that there is a need for better data collection in order to identify the needs and means through which child labor can be addressed.

3. Member states acknowledged that public policies have largely contributed to raising awareness about occupational safety and health.  However, this does not always translate into legislation or effective implementation. Examples of legislated occupational safety and health measures include the National Insurance Act and Workplace Health and Safety Act of the Bahamas, which were established to ensure the health, safety and welfare of persons at work and to protect them; and Guatemala’s National Commission for Occupational Safety and Health at Work that oversaw the adoption of regulations to prevent occupational diseases and address the formation of committees in workplaces.

4. It was recognized that international cooperation on labor matters can take various shapes and forms, and that its fundamental objective should be to generate positive changes in the Ministries of Labor that will in turn promote respect for workers’ rights. To achieve this, four key elements must be considered: needs must be well defined; both the donors and the recipients must take ownership of the activity and make sure that the knowledge is disseminated throughout their respective institutions; results are necessary and must be measurable; and, there must be internal and inter-institutional coordination in order to maximize the cooperation’s effectiveness.
5. Ministries are increasingly capable of managing international cooperation and see themselves as active agents that define their own priorities and needs. They frequently act both as recipients and providers. 
6. To help them achieve progress in specific areas, Ministries recognized the importance of alternative forms of cooperation, including cooperation tools such as south-south and triangular cooperation as provided by the RIAL of the OAS, as well as collaboration with international organizations.. They also acknowledged that coordination among international organizations can help further international cooperation and achieve better results.
7. It was widely agreed that labor inspection can benefit from the support of partners and key agencies. For example, in Trinidad and Tobago, there are around 1,000 annual inspections and the area has been strengthened with the support of the OAS, ILO, Ministry of Community Development, unions, National Insurance Board, Occupation Safety and Health Authority, Ministry of National Security and employers. 

8. There was consensus that it is important to facilitate access to inspection services, notably through the establishment of satellite offices and increased use of IT. 

9. To enforce labor laws, a few good strategies include:

· raising awareness of the community so it can play an active role in generating decent work. As such, this role can complement the inspectors’ work,

· Provide training by holding workshops and talks that are directed to workers and employers and promoting knowledge and the exercise of rights in a balanced and harmonious way, 
· educating employers so that they understand that the observance of their obligations is also important in strengthening labor inspection. CEATAL mentioned that the business sector is directed to instruct enterprises to comply with the law. Additionally, they are promoting the ratification of the ILO Fundamental Conventions, which are relevant to inspection topics, within their enterprises and, in turn, in their countries. 

10. Labor inspection must be more strategic so that it is not limited to responding to complaints, but should consist of inspection programs by areas, based on noted needs. It was also agreed that labor inspection must also be preventive, in order to reduce the number work-related accidents and injuries. The Special Commission for the Treatment of Conflicts (CETCOIT) in Colombia was mentioned as a good example. 
11. Regarding the RIAL, delegations, including representatives from COSATE and CEATAL, acknowledged and thanked the RIAL for the work accomplished over the past ten years, stressing that this milestone, which will be celebrated in the XIX IACML in December 2015, is a great opportunity to give the Network a new boost. The delegations noted that the RIAL has helped them achieve very concrete and important results in various areas. 
12. The RIAL has given an important focus on its communication strategy and the use of technology, including a new electronic newsletter, Facebook page, Twitter account, and new software to conduct webinars.  Good progress was recognized, as well as the need to continue making further efforts in this area.  For that purpose, an Ad hoc Committee on RIAL’s IT Platform was established to improve the RIAL’s virtual tools (website and Program Portfolio), made up of the RIAL focal points of Argentina, Colombia, Mexico, Guatemala, Trinidad and Tobago and the United States. 
13. With respect to the financial situation of the RIAL: From 2011 to date, the RIAL Voluntary Contribution Fund has received $235,146 from fourteen countries, plus a $200,000 Canadian contribution from 2012 to 2014 which, along with the important contribution of the OAS in coordinating the mechanism, has allowed the RIAL to continue its operations. Some delegations have included their annual contribution to the RIAL in their budgets and all delegations are encouraged to contribute on a regular basis.  It is estimated that the Voluntary Fund should have a budget of at least $120,000 per year to ensure the continuity of the RIAL’s  activities according to the standards that have been established.

IV. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the work performed in the different areas and to enable member states to continue to benefit from their exchanges and discussions, WG2 respectfully recommends to the Ministers of Labor that they consider the following areas when drawing up the Action Plan for the upcoming IACML: 

1. Reinforce concerted actions to address child labor. Efforts should be conducted on several fronts and in collaboration with the public and private sectors to guarantee and restore the rights of children and their families.

2. Improve data collection and improve monitoring of compliance and enforcement of laws preventing child labor.  Developing social protection policies and support mechanisms for children and their families, strengthening institutional capacities and raising awareness among all stakeholders would also contribute to tackling the issue of child labor in the Americas.
3. Reinforce multi-sectoral and interagency collaboration in preventing occupational diseases and complying with international and regional standards, and to strengthen legislation, education and awareness in all sectors regarding occupational health and safety. 
4. Promote safe workplaces as a shared responsibility of governments, employers and workers, develop comprehensive regulatory frameworks, improve information and monitoring systems, assess or measure the magnitude and impacts of occupational disease on the economy and society,  and address critical issues, such as prevention of noncommunicable diseases.
5. Continue promoting international cooperation on labor matters as an effective tool to share knowledge and innovative ideas, and to contribute to institutional strengthening and to improvements in policies and programs.   

6. Improve international cooperation on labor matters, notably by: 

· Increasing, where possible, the number of indicators to qualitatively measure the results of technical cooperation

· Make greater use of information technology
· Align cooperation with national development plans or with each country and ministry’s broader agendas, which is fundamental to achieving sustainable results

· Rely on good practice matrices or databases (see reference to RIAL Portfolio below) 

· Ensure that the profile of participating officials is technical and not political, in order to increase and retain capacity, and encourage a wider dissemination of knowledge 
7. Complement labor inspection with other mechanisms to promote the enforcement of labor laws, including raising awareness among the community so it can play an active role in generating decent work; and training workers and employers on their labor rights and responsibilities.

8. Support and expand mechanisms for social dialogue at the national, regional and hemispheric levels, and promote efforts for the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining and freedom of association.

9. Continue supporting the RIAL, which plays a crucial role in the evolution of labor cooperation in the Americas and the strengthening of institutional capacity of Ministries of Labor.

10. Reaffirm the commitment of all Ministries of Labor in strengthening the RIAL, which includes actively participating in cooperative activities, sending relevant information on their initiatives and programs, and making technical and financial contributions. 

11. Instruct the Technical Secretariat to continue coordinating all RIAL activities and to improve its on-line tools and Portfolio of Programs, based on the recommendations from the Ad hoc Committee on RIAL’s Platform. Advise the IACML authorities to allocate some resources from the Voluntary Contribution Fund towards these efforts during the next IACML Planning Meeting. 
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