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Global isat ion and t rade union internat ional ism

Asymmetric governance, labour  

standards and migrants’ rights 

Branka Likic-Brboric and Carl-Ulrik Schierup

    
The emergence of a fundamentally reshaped global labour market regime 
during the past three decades has been marked by increasing informalisa-
tion of employment and followed by precarious working conditions, most 
seriously affecting irregular migrants. Ongoing processes of globalisation 
have so far been streamlined towards “accumulation by dispossession” 
(Harvey 2005), implying a momentous shrinking of labour rights (Hertel 
2009) and re-commodification of labour (Papadopoulos 2005). A range 
of social and political movements at transnational, regional and national 
levels have generated strategies and discourses of contestation that empha-
sise the prominence of universal and collective rights. In connection with 
these initiatives, this article addresses the issue of accountability and 
contingencies for the implementation of labour, migrants’ and human 
rights and the International Labour Organisation (ILO)’s Decent Work 
Agenda within the existing global governance architecture. It is argued 
that setting up a workable model for codification and institutionalisation 
of labour standards, human rights and migrants’ rights cannot be left to 
the currently asymmetric global governance regime. The essential role 
of global and regional trade union confederations and other civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in repositioning the issue of a rights-based approach 
to migration, labour standards and development onto the terrain of a fair 
globalisation is emphasised.

In this article, we present the contours of an emerging global governance 
regime and critically situate initiatives for promoting global social justice in 
general, and labour and migrants’ rights in particular. We also investigate 
implications of the ILO’s “decent work agenda” for the promotion of 
migrants’ and labour rights, discussing different stakeholders’ strategies 
and the significance of their discourses and practices for a reframing of 
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the neo-liberal understanding of development and migration manage-
ment. We stress in particular the essential role of global and regional trade 
union confederations and other civil society organisations in repositioning 
the issue of a rights-based approach to migration, labour standards and 
development onto the terrain of a fair globalisation.

An emerging global governance regime, “fair globalisation” 

and “decent work agenda” 

Global governance has been defined as “the set of normative, social, legal, 
institutional and other processes and norms, which shape, and in some 
cases regulate and control the dialectical interplay of globalisation and 
fragmentation,” involving a range of state and non-state actors (Clarke 
and Edwards 2004, p 6). Without doubt, the system of global governance 
and its agenda has predominantly been shaped by the most powerful and 
economically advanced countries, the OECD (Organisation of Economic 
Cooperation and Development), the organisation of the most developed 
countries, led by the G7 and clearly dominated by the USA, as well as 
by transnational corporations. 

The main global governance actors have primarily and consistently 
navigated the process of globalisation towards a creation of a liberal 
trade regime and a related financial and monetary system. It has become 
embodied in the establishment of the World Trade Organisation (WTO), 
following the Uruguay Round. In processes of negotiation surrounding 
the establishment of the current global trade regime, global governance 
itself has also been rearranged. The Bretton Woods international finan-
cial institutions (IFIs), namely the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), have become instrumental in the imposition of 
the neo-liberal model and the promotion of free capital mobility. Strongly 
supported by the USA and the advanced economies, the IFIs have also 
received an exclusive position apart from the rest of the UN organisational 
architecture; a clear mandate and required resources to promote hierar-
chical global economic governance, insulated from democratic grievances. 

However, at the turn of the Millennium, the “Bretton Woods para-
digm” and its optimism concerning eradication of poverty, through devel-
oping countries’ embracement of a GATT/WTO driven international 
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trade regime (Thérien 2005), has been put increasingly in question. An 
alternative “UN-paradigm” (Thérien 2005), which is informed by a differ-(Thérien 2005), which is informed by a differ-, which is informed by a differ-
ent understanding of the nexus between global liberalisation and poverty, 
inequality, deterioration of social conditions, human and labour rights, 
has been initiated by several funds, commissions and agencies affiliated 
to a complex and disjointed UN scheme under the ECOSOC (Economic 
and Social Council) co-ordination mechanism. This includes the UNDP 
(United Nations Development Programme), the ILO (International 
Labour Organization), the UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund) 
and the OHCHR (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights) 
in collaboration with the IOM (International Organisation for Migra-
tion). These multilateral agencies, within their overlapping mandates to 
promote human development, labour rights and social justice, have in 
the course of the 1990s elaborated a comprehensive theoretical and policy 
framework for the promotion of the social dimension of globalisation. 

A discussion on the international labour standards, devised and super-
vised by the ILO, has played an important role in the development of this 
alternative discourse on globalisation, especially following the establish-
ment of the WTO. In order to redress a repeated decline with respect to 
an inclusion of social clauses into WTO negotiations, and the exclusion 
of the ILO from these negotiations, the UN General Assembly decided, 
however, in June 2000 to commission the ILO the task of formulating 
a comprehensive global employment strategy. The ILO, given a golden 
opportunity to restore its derailed position within the global governance 
framework, reaffirmed its mandate to promote social justice through 
forging a “Decent Work Agenda” (DWA), formulated by its Director 
General Juan Samovia in the Decent Work Report (ILO 1999). 

According to the Report, the ILO’s primary goal is “to promote 
opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive work, 
in conditions of freedom, equity, security and dignity” (ILO 1999). 
The DWA corroborated the basic principle of the ILO Constitution. 
It stands for the “de-commodification” of labour, and it reaffirmes the 
1998 Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. The 
Declaration affirmes eight core conventions that ensured freedom of asso-
ciation, recognition of collective bargaining, elimination of forced labour, 
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prohibition of child labour, elimination of discrimination in employment 
and occupation, and right to income. These rights are also linked to the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 1966 International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the 1995 World 
Social Summit Declaration and Commitments. 

Besides these ambitious goals and strategies, the DWA goes beyond 
the assertion of a universal social floor of economic globalisation and 
opens a dialogue with global social movements and NGOs (ILO 2001). 
Decent Work and the Informal Economy (ILO 2002) is one of the most 
significant and challenging reports. Its preparation and the endorsement 
involved heated debates between academics, feminist activists, NGOs, 
as well as trade unions, governments and employers (Chen, Vanek and 
Carr 2004). Accordingly, the ILO defined its goal as the promotion of 
“decent work along the entire continuum from the informal to the formal 
end of the economy, and in development-oriented, poverty reduction-focused 
and gender-equitable ways” (ILO 2002, p 4). 

In pursuing these strategic goals and the overall organisational objec-
tive to reinvent itself as a main forum for social policy dialogue, the ILO 
launched several other global initiatives. They have come to structure 
a discourse of global justice, solidarity and fair globalisation configured 
around the concept of decent work, alternative cognitive and normative 
frames in support of alternative policies aimed at a discursive recon-
figuration of the global order. On the highest level, the ILO initiated 
the WCSDG (The World Commission on the Social Dimension of 
Globalisation) that produced its final report, A Fair Globalization, in 
2004 (WCSDG 2004). 

Another initiative concerns migration as an increasingly important 
global phenomenon, and building the GMG (Global Migration Group) 
together with the IOM (the International Organization for Migration) 
and several other UN agencies, complementary to UN initiatives in the 
field of migration. The UN Secretary General also launched the GCIM 
(Global Commission on International Migration) that presented its 
report in 2005 (GCIM 2005). In 2006, a UN High Level Dialogue 
on Migration and Development endorsed the global, informal and 
government-led consultative process Global Forum on Migration and 
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Development (GFMD) with the goal to promote shared policy frame-
works in the field of migration. Concomitantly to this venture, the ILO 
initiated the elaboration of a “non-binding multilateral framework for 
a rights-based approach to labour migration and the establishment of a 
dialogue on migration in partnership with international and multilateral 
organizations”, published in 2010 (ILO 2010).

Big words – low real impact

However, universal UN and ILO declarations, conventions and recom-
mendations have, to a great extent, proved toothless since they are not 
backed up by effective sanctions. The most conspicuous case of the lack 
of political will to protect migrant workers rights is the fact that the 
Migrant Workers Convention has been initiated in 1980, adopted in 
1990, started to be ratified in 1998, coming into force in 2003 with 30, 
mostly sending, countries having ratified it. On the contrary, we have 
seen a turn towards the “securitisation” of migration regimes that is 
focused on the construction of border control mechanisms. Furthermore, 
evidence has confirmed the trade related regression of labour standards 
and migrants workers’ rights, especially in low-skilled labour intensive 
export industries both in developing and advanced economies (Arestoff-
Izzo et al 2007; OECD 2007). 

Several important explanations for such a low real impact of the 
human rights, labour standards and the Decent Work Agenda have 
been identified: a plethora of documents, reports and parallel standards 
without real impact; the lack of organisational capacity, legitimacy and 
political power of the main actors (ILO, UN-based institutions, trade 
unions, NGOs) to promote the agenda and the organisational compet-
ition for legitimacy; DWA has been formally supported but not pursued 
by governments; coherent and integrated policy approach has not been 
embraced by governments. 

Thus, although this alternative UN paradigm to development and 
globalisation has been taken into consideration by the most powerful 
actors – the G20, the EU, the WB, and the IMF – the emerging global 
governance has been, and still is, marked by an asymmetric dualism. This 
dualism reflects normative asymmetries informed by neo-liberalism and 
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the related subordination of global governance to the supremacy of a free 
trade regime and the canon of the free movement of capital. 

This brings us to the actual lack of accountability of an emerging 
global governance regime, and the need to implement inclusive account-
ability that indicates the democratic requirement that representatives be 
accountable “to all those subject to their decisions” (Lafont 2010, p 195). So 
the question of “inclusive accountability,” even to those non-citizens that 
lack political representation, can be translated into an issue concerning 
mechanisms and tools that could guarantee accountability to all decision 
takers. This understanding of accountability, Lafont further claims, could 
also address the evident failure of a state-centric approach to human 
rights to conceive non-state actors’ (TNCs and multilateral organisa-
tions such as the WTO, the World Bank and the IMF) responsibility for 
the protection and respect of indivisible human rights (Lafont  2010). 
Setting up a workable model for codification and institutionalisation, 
reconceptualising human rights in terms of an accountable global social 
policy with migrants’ rights and labour rights as essential pillars, cannot 
be left to the currently asymmetric global governance regime, nor to 
the initiative of concerned national governments or regional bodies like 
the EU or the NAFTA (the North American Free Trade Agreement). It 
will hardly come about without being impelled and underpinned by a 
multifarious social countermovement to neo-liberal globalisation. 

Trade unions, NGOs and social movements 

Several implementation tracks can be identified in the processes related to 
the promotion of DWA and migrant workers’ rights (Likic-Brboric 2007):

•	 lobbying	and	advocating	for	the	ratification	and	realisation	of	the	
Decent Work Agenda, core labour standards and migrant-specific 
conventions and recommendations;

•	 promotion	of	labour	standards	and	social	clauses	through	trade-
related instruments, such as unilateral, bilateral and regional trade 
agreements;

•	 voluntary	codes	of	conduct	and	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	
(CSR).
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The above presented practices of implementation of global human rights 
claims, DWA and migrants’ rights have two common traits: the lack of 
enforcement and implementation, on the one hand, but, on the other 
hand, their mobilising potential (Faist 2009, p 27). The related question 
and problem is connected with transnational strategy and actual organisa-
tional capacity of non-state multilateral actors: trade unions, international 
NGOs, academic communities, and civil society at large. It will hardly 
come about without being impelled and underpinned by a multifarious 
social countermovement to neo-liberal globalisation.

Basically, two venues of action have been pursued: one towards 
empowerment of the “precariat,” a term here understood to denote a 
disposable labour force without basic rights and security; and another 
concerned with governance of the production value chain, where the 
role of the multilateral agencies, TNCs and the state is put in focus. 
Concerning the former, there has been a divide between trade unions and 
NGOs. The trade unions, on the one hand, were criticised for bureau-
cratic style, nationalism and exclusion of those in the most precarious 
situation in terms of citizenship and labour market position, while praised 
for organisational capacity and internal democracy (Eade and Leather 
2004). However, the mobilisation of trade unions against criminalisation 
of illegal immigrants in rallies across the USA and several European coun-
tries points towards a change in the trade unions’ practices and attitudes. 

DWA has proved to play an important role as a common platform 
for unification and consolidation of the International Trade Unions 
Confederation, ITUC, in 2006. The promotion of the DWA has 
improved unions’ multi-level organisational capacity to act both locally 
and globally and to develop new forms of mobilisation and alliances with 
the CSOs (Schmidt 2007). Furthermore, the new international labour 
social movements and their mobilisation for migrants’ rights have also 
proliferated both at local and transnational level, bringing about a hope 
of a global “countermovement” (Munck 2007; Burawoy 2010).

The NGOs, on the other hand, were praised for flexible organisation 
while criticised for a lack of coordination and for a focus on poverty 
reduction that disregards employment issues (Eade and Leather 2004). 
Issues of employment and working conditions have, nevertheless, been 
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addressed by, for example, the WIEGO research network in the policy 
handbook Mainstreaming Informal Employment and Gender in Poverty 
Reduction (Chen, Vanek and Carr 2004). Another initiative was launched 
by PICUM (Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented 
Migrants), an umbrella NGO located in Brussels. The report Ten Ways 
to Protect Undocumented Migrant Workers (PICUM 2005) calls for civic 
and trade unions’ engagement in the promotion of human and work-
ers’ rights of undocumented migrant workers, and their empowerment 
through a reformulation of EU integration policies and the European 
Social Inclusion Strategy. Recently, DWA was launched as the main 
platform of Solidar, a European network of 52 NGOs from 25 countries 
that campaigns for Social Europe, labour and migrants rights. 

Last but not least, the DWA played a prominent role for mobilising 
migrants in the preparatory work preceding the 2008 meeting of the 
Global Forum for Migration and Development (GFMD). The report 
states that a rights-based approach to migration is not merely addressing 
rights “related to migrants and migration, but also to broader principles 
such as the right to development and the decent work agenda. The goal 
of such an approach is to ensure sustainable development while prevent-
ing the exploitation of those who move to live and work abroad” (MFA 
2009, p 17). In conjunction with the promotion of migrant workers’ 
rights, the importance of organising and including migrants themselves 
into the development debate has been acknowledged (Piper 2009). In 
fact, the openness and plurality of the PGA network (Peoples’ Global 
Action on Migration, Development and Human Rights), together with 
the transnational mobilisation informed by a strong critical perspective 
on neo-liberal globalisation, might preclude the possibility of co-opting 
the tedious preparatory work to reframe migration and development 
nexus and, thereby, help to halt our current wave of commodification 
and precarisation of labour. 

However, with all the enthusiasm that social mobilisation harbours, a 
dose of caution is in place. As phrased by Burawoy (2010, p 312): 

[o]ptimism today has to be countered by an uncompromising pessimism, 
not an alarmism but a careful and detailed analysis of the way capitalism 
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combines the commodification of nature, money and labor, and thereby 
destroys the very ground upon which a “counter-movement” could be 
built.
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