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The International Labour Organization
Founded in 1919 to bring governments, employers and trade unions together for united
action in the cause of social justice and better living conditions everywhere, the International
Labour Organization (ILO) in 1946 became the first specialized agency of the United Nations.
It is the only intergovernmental organization in the UN system to have a tripartite structure (its
meetings, committees and conferences are attended not only by government delegates but also
by delegates representing employers and workers). The ILO has 174 member States as of
1 January 1998 and the budget for the Organization in 1998/99 is approximately
US $480,000,000.
The activities of the ILO include:
formulation of international policies and programmes to help improve working and
living conditions, enhance employment opportunities and promote basic human rights;
creation of international labour standards;
undertaking international technical cooperation;
conducting research and publication activities.
The activities of the Organization are executed through three fundamental organs:
The International Labour Conference meeting yearly discusses reports on, for example,
the programme and budget, information and reports on the application of Conventions
and Recommendations. It adopts new labour standards on all aspects of the conditions
of work and life of workers. It is normally attended by approximately 2000 delegates
and advisers from most of the ILO's member States. The delegations from each
government consist of representatives from the government and workers' and
employers' representatives.
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The Governing Body determines, the agenda of the Conference and directs the work
of the International Labour Office. It is composed of twenty-eight Government
members, fourteen Employers' and fourteen Workers' members and meets two to three
times per year. The main industrial countries have a permanent seat in the Governing
Body.
The International Labour Office is the permanent secretariat of the Organization. It
executes the decisions of the Conference and the Governing Body and is staffed at
headquarters by approximately 1,200 officials. In addition, up to 1,00 people work
as ILO officials or as experts in more than forty countries.
The maritime activities of the ILO
Within the Office, the Maritime Industries Branch deals with shipping, fishing, ports
and inland waterways transport.
The objective of its programme is to enhance social and economic progress in these
industries as a whole and particularly for the workers concerned.
The means of action are the following:
(i)

Research studies and technical reports

Examples of this activity include: the preparation of, or contribution to, reports
submitted to the Governing Body and its committees, including Sectoral Committees,
regional conferences and technical meetings for which the agenda has been established
by the Governing Body, as well as reports prepared for the Joint Maritime
Commission, the Preparatory Technical Maritime Conference, the Maritime Session
of the International Labour Conference, the Joint ILO/WHO Committee on the Health
of Seafarers, the Joint IMO/ILO Committee on Training, and technical committees on
the conditions of work of fishermen, port personnel and inland boatmen.
(ii)

Technical advisory services
Examples of this activity include:
the preparation of papers on maritime technical questions as ILO contributions
to conferences, meetings, studies, surveys and training courses:
the undertaking of short-term advisor y missions: and
the provision of technical advice and information to ILO member States.
employers' and workers/ organizations, governmental and non-governmental
national and international organizations and to individuals (on request).
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(iii)

Dissemination of technical information
the ILO is a major publishing house and publishes a large amount of technical
information in the form of books, brochures, reports and working papers. on
subjects related to, for example, occupational safety and health and training.
In the maritime field, there are, among others. publications, guidelines on such
subjects as accident prevention and the inspection of ships.

(iv)

Standard-setting activities

This includes:
the development of international labour standards for the maritime industries
in close consultation with other technical departments; and
analysis of technical reports by governments on the application of
Conventions, Recommendations and other Conference decisions relevant to
the maritime industries.
(v)

Meetings
This includes the organization and conduct of maritime meetings, such as
those mentioned under (i) above, including seminars, symposia and courses
and the arrangement of follow-up meetings to act on the conclusions
reached.

(vi)
-

Service and support of technical cooperation projects
The ILO seeks to maintain and strengthen its contacts with bilateral agencies.
the United Nations Development Program. the World Bank and national
bodies dealing with technical assistance in the maritime sector.

ILO activities in the shipping industry
As far back as 1919, it has been the practice that special maritime sessions of the
International Labour Conference should be convened to deal with the seafarers' working and
living conditions. A bipartite commission - the Joint Maritime Commission advises the
Governing Body on maritime questions, especially on the selection of items to be submitted
to the maritime sessions of the Conference, and also for initial discussions of those
problems. The Joint Maritime Commission is composed of twenty shipowners' members
and twenty seafarers' members, plus a representative from the Employers' and Workers'
groups of the ILO Governing Body. The Chairman is the Chairman of the Governing
Body. The Commission has held twenty eight sessions, the last in October 1996.
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After having been selected and preliminarily discussed by the Joint Maritime
Commission, the recommendations connected with the conditions of seafarers are submitted
to the Governing Body which decides the agenda for a tripartite technical Meeting and
finally for the Maritime Session of the Conference. The latter is usually held at intervals
of eight to twelve years and adopts international instruments which are applicable
specifically to seafarers. Since 1920, nine sessions of the International Labour Conference,
dealing exclusively with merchant seafarers, have adopted more than 60 instruments. The
last Maritime Session of the International Labour Conference was held in October 1996.
The standard-setting process
In ILO terminology, standards are formulated in Conventions and
Recommendations. Conventions when ratified involve binding international commitments;
Recommendations do not create any international obligations but are designed to provide
guidance to governments in formulating their policies. The obligation accepted by a State
when it ratifies an international labour Convention is to make the provisions of the
Convention effective through law and practice.
In the shipping sector the first step for the Office is to prepare reports on laws and
practices relating to the subjects on the agenda of the Joint Maritime Commission based on
a questionnaire sent out by the ILO. On the basis of government replies, the Office
prepares a comprehensive report, including a list of points for discussion or proposed
conclusions. If the Governing Body accepts the recommendations of the Commission, a
technical report, with updates information on law and practice on the subjects selected, is
prepared by the Office and discussed either by a Preparatory Technical Maritime
Conference or by a tripartite meeting with the same functions and, finally, by the Maritime
or the General Session of the Conference. If the draft text of an instrument receives
two-thirds of the votes cast at the Conference, it is formally adopted as an ILO Convention
or Recommendation as decided by the Conference. The adoption of standards is normally
undertaken only when, in the light of experience at the national level, the subject appears
sufficiently ripe to secure the requisite measure of agreement.
International maritime labour standards
The special nature of the conditions of work and life of maritime workers has led
the Conference to adopt an extensive range of Conventions and Recommendations applying
specifically to seafarers or, in certain cases, to fishing workers, and several other
instruments applying specifically to dock workers and inland boatmen.
Standards for seafarers
The instruments, when taken together, constitute a comprehensive set of minimum
standards. They are often referred to as the "International Seafarers' Code" and concern
nearly all aspects of the conditions of work and life of merchant seafarers. For example.
the minimum age for admission to employment is set at 15 years; a medical examination is
compulsory prior to employment aboard ship and periodically thereafter; hiring for
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shipboard jobs should be undertaken with no fee charged to the seafarer; an indemnity
should be paid to a seafarer who loses employment because of a shipwreck; articles of
agreement should contain certain details and they should be signed under certain conditions;
seafarers signed off in a foreign port should be repatriated; seafarers should enjoy certain
social security benefits; officer competency certificates should be issued under certain
conditions; food, catering and accommodation should meet particular standards: ship's
cooks and able seamen should have certain qualifications; vocational training and welfare
facilities should conform to set standards; measures should be taken to help prevent
occupational accidents to seafarers and to report, investigate and analyse such accidents; and
young seafarers under the age of 18 years must be protected with respect to their health, and
safety and general welfare. These subjects and others are dealt with by instruments
comprising the Code .which has influenced both national legislation and the terms of
collective agreements and employment contracts laying down the working conditions of
seafarers throughout the world. As a consequence of all this, and generally speaking, today
the employment conditions of seafarers in most countries compare favourably with those
enjoyed by workers in industries ashore. Moreover, the standards have helped to forge a
partnership of government, management and labour to that end.
Standards for fishermen
Because of the special nature of their work, the terms of their work and the conditions
in which they operate, the International Labour Conference has adopted a number of
international labour standards which specifically address working and living conditions of
fishing workers. The first, a Recommendation concerning the limitation of hours of work
in the fishing industry, was adopted in 1920 by the Second Session of the International
Labour Conference. Since that time, several other instruments have been adopted for this
category of workers (some of these supersede earlier instruments concerning the same
subjects). The ILO Committee on Conditions of Work in the Fishing Industry was also
established and, since its first meeting in 1954, has met three more times - most recently
in 1988. In addition to hours of work the instruments cover:
-

minimum age,
medical examination,
articles of agreement,
competency certificates.
accommodation of crews, and
vocational training.

In addition to these instruments, several other international maritime labour
standards also concern fishermen, including certain standards which apply to seafarers
employed on non-fishing vessels operating in support of fishing operations.
Standards for port workers
The ILO has also adopted a number of instruments which specifically concern the
social and working conditions of port workers. Most of these instruments have been aimed
at improving the safety of dock work. As with the other maritime industries, ILO
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instruments concerning collective bargaining, the right to organize, etc. also apply to dock
work. The instruments specifically concerned with dock work include:
The Marking of Weight (Packages Transported by Vessels) Convention,
1929 (No. 27);
The Protection against Accidents (Dockers) Convention (Revised), 1932
(No. 32);
The Dock Work Convention, 1973 (No. 137); and
The Occupational Safety and Health (Dock Work) Convention, 1979
(No. 152).
Standards for inland boatmen
The ILO has also adopted one instrument which specifically concerns inland boatmen:
the Hours of Work (Inland Navigation) Recommendation, 1920 (No. 8). As noted above,
other instruments applying in general to other-categories of workers, of course, apply to
inland boatmen.
Monitoring and supervising of ILO standards
The ILO Constitution provides for a. number of mutually complementary procedures for
monitoring the effect given to ILO standards. In addition, direct assistance is also provided
to member States through means of action, such as seminars and technical cooperation.
Once a member State has ratified a Convention, it should report to the ILO on the
measures taken to give effect to that Convention. The reports of the governments are
examined and evaluated by an ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions
and Recommendations, and subsequently by a special tripartite committee of the
International Labour Conference.
The ILO Constitution also contains provisions for the examination by the Governing
Body of representations by workers' and employers organizations that a member State is
failing to apply a ratified Convention. It also provides for the examination, if the
Governing Body so decides, by a Commission of Inquiry of a complaint filed by a member
State that another member State is failing to apply a Convention which both have ratified.
The Governing Body may adopt the same procedure either on its own or on receipt of a
complaint from a delegate to the Conference. Direct contacts may be established between
governments and the ILO to examine problems affecting the ratification or implementation
of Conventions. These contacts involve a visit by an ILO representative to the country in
question and informal discussion of the discrepancies noted or the difficulties encountered
with the government authorities. During this process, employers' and workers'
organizations are kept informed of these discussions and their points of view are elicited.

