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ILO CONTRIBUTION TO EtNIRONMENTALLY SOUND AND
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Intrcdus:tion

1. '1'he ILO Governinl Body has liven increalinl attention to matters
uhtinl to enviroMlent and dev.lopment lince ita sellion in February-March
1988 when it was fint infQrlDed of the Report of the World Conunission on
Environment Ind Dev.lopment entitledJ Our Common future and the Environmental
Perlpective to the Year 20CO and Beyond. At ita 242nd Sell ion, the Governinl
Body eXlJllined a paper lubmitted by the Director-General which had a tWofold
pur~o.e. rirat, it provided a review of the !LO'I past and pre.ent activities
rulated to environmentally .ound and IUltainable development with a view to
rectivinl cOlIIIDentl and luldanc'J trom the Governinl Body on luttite priori t iu
and activiU.. in thll field. Secondly, after beina reviled: to' take into
account the Governinl Body'l commenta, this paper is now beinl lIubmi t t ed as
the Official ILO re.pun.e to the requeats contained in General Assembly
resolution. 42/186 (Environmental Perspective to the Year 2000 and Beyond) and
42/187 (report of the World Commi..ion on Environment and Development) Which
aax the Governin¥ b~dy of the ILO (like the lovemini bodies of other
ora_nie_tion.) to rlpor\ to the General AI.embly at itl 44th Se.lion, throulh
thi Economic and Social Council, on prolrela made in the ILO towards
environmentally lound and IUltainable development. Thil paper il also being
ludr available to the Governinl Council of the Un! ted Nationl Environment
Prolr~e at it. 15th S••• ion in May 1989.

Th. ILO and .nyironm.ntally lound and
.y.tainlbl. d.y.10pm.nt

2. Before reviewinl ILO activiti'l, it may ~d uI.ful to d.fine how the
OfUee h.. interpreced the concept of .nviranm.n,ally lound and IUltainable
development. Tb. Environmentll Perapective to the Year 2000 and Beyond was
prepar!d by tmEP and adopted by the UNEP Governing Council and the General
Assembly in 1987. It WII Idopted as a "broad framework to gUide national
action Ind international co-operation on Pl)l!cie. and prolranunes aimed at
achievinl environmentally lound Ind ,ultainab1e d.velopment, and Ipecifically
It a luide to the preparation of further ay.t.m-wide mecHum-term environment
proarammel and th. medium-term prolrllNfltl of th. orlanilAtion. and bodies of
the United Ration. Iyaum". allo1ution 42/186 allO provides a review of the
"perception. .hared by lov.rnment. of the nature of environmental problems,
Ind their inter-r.lltion. with other internation.~ problem., and of the
effortl to deal with them". The Environmental Perspeetive reflects many of
the concern. contained in the report of the World Comt'dssion on En 'ironment
and Development (WCED).

3. Tb. report uf the WCED entitled Our Common Futurl, and also known as
the Brundtland Report Ifter the Commission's Chairman, Mrs. Gro Harlem
Brundtland, now Prime Mini.ter of Norway, detR forth the fundamental idea that
economic and social develor'T\ent should be based on the concept of "sustainable
developm~nt", t~,t is "devalopment that me.ts the needs of the present without
compromisina the ability of future generations to meet tl.Jtr own needs". The
ClJmmillion'. report defines a number of concepts or perspectives in COIUlection
with the process of sUltaii.abl. development: llm..I, i.e. present an<l future
generations J nJ.W, es~ lchlly meeting the buic needs of th~ world's r oor j

the l1mitlt ions of technololY and soda! organisation; equity, .... 1thin and
between eountr'ies j inturated approaches. to policies and actions; natural
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resource manuement;,; !lnticipation and preventiQn as .... ell as Uh.!Lb..1Ut'H.lQll.
The challenge facing the ILD and others is to i.nplement this concnpt of
sustainable development in its day-to-day activities.

4. Taking into account the all-embraaing nature of the concept I the
Director-General noted in his remar:ts at the Oslo Conference on Sustainable
Development in July 1988 that "~ ILO activity - and no doubt this is true
of all our UN agencies and entities - is ~Urected, in principle, to the
achievement of sustainable development". The Director-General requested an
interdepartmental review of the Brundt1and Report and its implications for the
ILD. The results of that review underlined how closelY the ILO's activities,
programmes and objectives are already interlinked with the concept of
sustainable deVelopment. There art: three areas of particular priority and
concern for the ILO: the working envir~nment, environmental training and the
relationships between environment and employment, poverty and development.

Ibe working environment

5. The working environment, whlch received relatively limtted emphasis
within the Brundtland Report and the Environmental Perspective, receives v~~y

high priority within the ILO. Th~ ILO has a constitutional mandate to assist
countries in improving their workinl environment and since 1919 has devoted a
significant proportion of its. efforts in that direction, especially through
ltt. standard-setting activities'.

6. The high priority to be given to 'these issues was recently
rei terated at the Seventh ILO Atrican Relional Conference held in Harare in
1988 when it adopted a resolution concorning the pr~tection of the working and
general environment in the African region. It calls upon all member States
and in particuhr those from that relion and the Director-General to take
various actions concarning a number of critical ~ssues related to the working
and general environment, including hazardous wastes. The extensive programmes
carried out 'by the tLO in the field of occupational safety and health and
conditio.s of work and life make a major contribution to environmentally sound
and sustainable development. The Working Environment (Air Pollution, Noise
and Vibration) Convention (No. 148), and Recomendation (No. 156), 1977, as
well as the Safety and Health in Construction Convention (No. 167) and
Recollllllendat1'.)n (No. 175), adopted in June 1988, are e.xamples of the ILO's
contribution throulh international standards. A first discussion of safety in
the use of che~.ea1s at York, with a view to the adoption of an instrument or
instruments, will take place at the International Labour Conference in June
1989.

7. In addition to standa.d-setting activities, various other activities
are being carried out during the present b1ennium with the overall objective
of promoting and supporting efforts at the international, regional and
national levels to reduce occupational accidents and diseases and to improve
the working environment. The work programme of the Occupational Safety and
Health Branch within the Working Conditions and 'IO"nvironment Department has
been developed with a view to achieving this long-term objective. These
programme elements include: (a) the prepa:ation of draft codes of practice on
(i) safety and hedth in construction, (11) safety and health in surface
mining operations, and (tH) the prevention of major hazards; (b) a meeting
of experts on safety in the use of mineral and synthetic fibres; (c) a study
on the provision of occupational heal th services at the national level for
small-scale enterprises, agricultural work~rs and the informal sector; (d) an
inventory of occupational safety and health activities of employers'
as'soc1atidfiS and trade unions; (e) a training manual on the use of chemicals
at ....ork; and (f) dissemination of information through the lLD's International
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Occupational Safety and Health Infotmation Centre (CIS) and the International
Occupational Safety and Health Hazard Alert Systlm.

8. In carryinl out lta activities concerninl the working environment,
the ILO collaboratel actively with other intenutlonal oruniutions I

includinl other UN alencilll, as well .. non-loven:Jllental orlanisations. For
example, Iction ls beinl taken jointly with the Inte:natlonal Social Security
As.ociation (ISSA) for the ho.tinl of the 12th World Conaresl on Occupational
Safety and Health ln 1990. Inter-alency co-opetltlon with the UNEP/WHO/ILO
Internatlonal Prolr&lllllle on Chemical Safety (IPCS)l and the lAEA continues to
be Itrenlthlned for the pr~tection of workers exposed to chemicals and
radiation, respectively. The Seventh International ~eumoconi08is Conference
held in AUlu8t 1987 prOVided a forum for cxch&nle of informstion on lung
disea.el, enlineerina and medical mealures·of ~rotection of workers from dust
diseases and other health hazard••

9. In addition to activit1e1 under the relular budlet, the Office is
carryinl out a wide ranle of operational activitiel aimed at improving the
workina Invironment. The.. acthl tiel are part of the ILO' I International
Prolrammt for the Improveme~t of Workinl Conaition. and EnVironment, known a8
PIACT, which W&l eltablilhed in 1976. Furthermore, extra-bud.ltary resources
are available from the tmDP and other mUlti-bilateral donors for technical
co-operation actlvitiel. Many of the tlchnl~al co-oplration proj6cts are
aimed at alliltinl lovernmentl in thl formulation and implementation of
national policil. on occupational laflty and health, in particular by
improvlnl the technical competence of occupational ..fety and health
inspection lervicel and ItreDlthenins ~ational safety and health
in.titutions. Some 20 projecu of thb kind are operational in developing
countrill. An important n,w lubj.ct la the ..tabUlh!IIlnt and operation of
major hazard control .y.tame in a,vlral countries in A.ia. Projects on safety
and health in mininl are allo operational in some countries. Another
lilnlficant feature of leveral projects is the provilion of advice and
traininl to amployerl' and workerl' repe.entatives. An Asian regional project
on occupational lafety and health and workerl' welfare in construction is also
operational.

10. The Conditions of Work and Welfare Facilities Branch is carrying out
many activitiel related to workina time, work orlanilation, work content and
technololiel which Ire directly related to the workin~ environment. In
addition, work-related welfare faciH ti.. and servicea often also have an
important influence upon the working environment; for ';··51llple, inadequate
houling, lanitation and transport facilitiel can affect the worker's health
and s~fety on the Job.

11. In a world of rapi 1y chanling technololiel and products, illcluding
new chemical lubstances and Irowinl concern about hazardous wast es, issues
rehted to the work!nl environment hive become increalinlly complex and more
closely linked to the leneral environment. As I result, the past distinction
between the work!nl environment and the aeneral envirot1l4ent has become less
clear. Lasting lolutions to the probleml of the work!nl "nOli ronment can be
found only in the broader cont~t of the improvement of the general
envi ronment. Similarly, the problems of the leneral en'.. ironment cannot be
satJafactorlly tackled unless the prC'lblems of the workillg environment arc
effectively solved. For exampl~, monitoring and assessing permissible levels
of exposure of workers to chemicals 'At the workplace Illay l1so need to take

1 Sce GB. 241/10/5/4 entitled Renewal of the Memorandum of rr"dernt ..~ndlng
on the International Programme on Chemicsl Safety (IPCS).
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into account levels of exposure to other chemicals encountered by those
workers outside the working environment. Recent industrial accidentJ,
unfortunately, also have provided dramatic examples of thE' linkages between
the working environment and the general environment. These linkages ma¥
require the ILO to co-ordinate its activities concerning the working
environment more closely with the work of others dealing with the general
environment.

12. The ILO's past activities concerning the working environment holve
given priority to industrial and other organised sectors of the economy. In
future, increasing priority will need to be iiven to the working environment
of workers in commercial establishments such as shops and offices (e.g. indoor
'lir pollution), as well as workers in rural areas and tl~e informal sector of
develoring countries. It should also be noted that, . ecognising the rapid
increase in the world's population,' millions of new jobs - and new working
environment9 - will need to be created and the ILO I s challenge will be to
ensure that thesJ jobs are safe, environmentally sound and sustainable.

Environmental training

13. The ILO has undertaken environmental training activities in the
framework of its trad~tional vocational training, management development,
workers' education and employers' organisations training programmes as well as
at the International Centre for Advanced Technical and Vocational Training 1n
Turin and the International Institute for Labour Studies. l Although to date
these activities have been limited, there appears to be considerable scope for
expanding them within all types of national and regional training programmes
supported by the ItO.

14. A useful example of the kind o! special contribution the ILO can
make to environmental training may be seen in l.11e series of information and
training activH1es launched by the Bureau for Employers' Activities. These
activities are designed to make employers aware of the principles and
practices of environmentally sound management and have been carried out in
Asia, Africa and Latin Americ~ This pro8ramme, which has been carried out in
close collaboration with UNEP, now also provides for speeial national training
seminars to ttrengthen the capacity of employers I organisations to implement
their own national environmental trai~ing prog~ammes.

15. Despite the speeific environmental training activi~ies already
carried out by the ILO, the Office has not so far had a formal strategy on
environmental training. Therefore, the Director-General has requested an
interdepartme~tal working group to prepare such a strategy in the near
future. It is particularly examining thp specific role that the ILO might
play in this field. Several issues appear to be especially important. For
example, higher priority should be given to developing training programmes
directed at anticipator; and preventive activities than to those dealing with
rehabilitation and alleviation; Bp~cial efforts are needed to develop a
training programme for workers' organisations comparable to that devised for
employers I organisations; and the ILO should develop special support
activities to ensure that environmentdl specialists at the national and
regional levels who are carrying out training activities are fully aware of
general training issues and pr0blems which might also be relevant in

1 For more detailed information
GB.238/IO/4/8 concerning Follow-up to
Environmental Management (1984).

on these training activitip'3, see
UNEP'g World Industry Co~ferencp. on
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environmental training I in other words I envi ronmental train,' :':1 ~b'~'.::·i bl'
helped to avoid maldng the same mistakes that occurred in the de'/I!ll)r,'Ilen~ .1.nd
implementation of other training programmes. In addi tion, the IL0 shoulc
devote more effort to integrating appropriate environmental iss~es ~t~htr.

training activities related to other ILO programmes, e.g. co-operati'les, fural
development, labour-intensive public works projects I employment and tf'!C:.'l"; ':'')g:;
projects, and activities related to occupationel sefety and health an~

conditions of work and tife. Furtilermore. the ILO, particulafly in li;:!:: 'If
its tripartite structure, has an opportunity to play an active role in ra!~!np,

general environmental awareness.

16. The ILO will also need to collaborate more closely with other bodies
working in the area of environmental training. The Office has already
established direct technical contacts with UNEP, UNESCO, OECD, the Commission
of the European COlllDlunlt1es and others. It could make a particularly useful
contribution to the UNESCO/UNEP International Environmental Education
ProgrlJMle as regard, vocational and em~loyers' and workers' training. In
developinl its stratelY for enviroMlental training, special attention •... i11 be
given to ensuring that the ILO will play a unique and complementary role in
this important field.

Environment and employment, poverty
and development

17. The Brundtllnd Report Ind the Environmental Perspective correctly
emphasise that poverty is a major cause and effect of global en'/ironmental
problems, As stated in the Commission's report: "A world in 'Which pO'/ert:, is
endemic will always be prone to ecological and other crises". Activi ties
aimed at alleviating poverty, creating employment and generating income
IC t1vi t 10a Ire central to the ILO' s technical co-ope rat ion programmes and
advisory services. The ILO's policies, programmes and projects in these 8"eas
will need to be reinforced by integrating environmental and stlstair;able
deVelopment considerations more effectively into them. '!'ha ILO has so far
carried out many projects, el'!lecially in the context of its lat:our-inter:si'/e
public Yorks prOsrlllllllle8, which have aimed at the rehabilitation er t:'r:)::ect~on

of the envirolUllent, for example vasteland development and land-reclar.lat!.on
projects, inclUding irrigation and forestry-related activities. ihe 1ire
prospects for rural employment suggest that ne.., approaches wi 11 '::le requi red.
The conclusions concerning rural employment promotion adopted by the
International Labour Conference in June 1988 prOVide usef'Jl ins ights '~~ach

complement the World Commission's Report.

18. The International Labour Conference in June 1989 i9 expected tc
complete its discussions concernil.g the partial revision 0 f ;:!:t' C'JPo'.. er:t ;")n
(No, 107) concerning the protection and integration of indigenous ane -:ther
tribal and semi-tribal populations in independent countries, .1dc~'tcj h :-::57
together with a Recommendation (No. 104) on the same subject. Rec~~nis!.n..~ ~~c

emph<lD1s given in the World Commission'S Report to these :;>opulat1.:-nn a~i ,~t!"",::,

vulnerable groups, the ILO has a unique opportunity, '~'it}:ir1 l.~:.; .\~"\ ,'::
competence and in collaboration with others, to promote and surrort :~;l~: :~~a ~

a.ction to help indigenous popula.tions achieve environmental::: :; ".::~ ~ H~,:

sustainable development.

19. The Director-General has drawn attention to the fac~ th:lt '...':-:: . :':c::
rural and llx.9..w areas requiring environmental protection and ,eh.ll'~:;'t.'\~:.':: :::
both r.!Q.tl.h and ~ are also facing severe unemployment an,i >'.:" ....':' t:', :-':~:~:

:luggests that the ILO should respond in et more integrate'! f,l:<':l.':: •• :'~':

problems. The ILO should' assist governments tC' enSllrt! :-cr~; ~;:\: :.
environmental policies more effectively reflect employment req'.:i ;"!i.t':·.~' I

/ ...
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opportunities and that their employment policies more effectively reflect
environmental considerations. The Government of Norway has recently approved
a special project concerning ILO action to support sustainable development I

under which the Office will be "bIe to carry out initial research on the
inter-relationships between environment and employment. These activities will
be supplemented by a special item in the Programme and Budget proposals for
1990-91.

Meeting of Experts

20. The Governing Body at its 242nd Session in March 1989, decided to
convene, particularly in response to the resolution on employment policy and
environmental protect ion adopted at the Four\'.h ILO European Regional
Conference in September 1987, a Tripartite Meeting of Experts on Employment
and Training Implications of Environmental Policies in Europe (Geneva,
29 November-S December 1989).

New areas of concern and action

21. The interdepartmental review of the Brundtland Report drew attenti~n

to a number of related activities which the ILO will need to undertake to
integrate environmental and sustainable devfJIopment considerations .... t.hin· its
major technical programmes. Some of the most important factors mentioned In
the Brundtland Report calling for reinforcement in~lude the following:

(a) the design, implementation and evaluation of ILO programmes and projects
should reflect a longer-term perspec~;

(b) cOMidering that the inequitable sharing of the social, economic and
environmental costs and benefits of development carmot lead to
sustainable development but only to continued poverty, injustice and
division, equitY should be one of the important criteria in the design,
implementation and evaluation of ILO projectsj

(c) the ILO should give special support to environmental activities providing
an opportunity for tripartite collaboration and also should encourage
othars to take advantage of a tripartite approach in their activities;

(d) the ILO should continue to strengthen the linkages between its technical
co-operation activities and international labour standards so as to
assist developing countries to implement ratified Convent tons , especially
those concerned with the working environment;

(e) the ILO should give higher priority to thE! use of project "teams" which
draw together expertise from more than one ILO technical unit, so as to
ensure that projects reflect a more co-ordinated and integrated approach
to sustainable devp.lopmentj

(f) recognising the important environmental implications of many ILO
projects,' the Office should establish a practical environmental impact
review procus, based on experience gained throu~h tl"e special
environmental review activities proposed for the period 1989-91, ~" as to
ensure that relevant projects and programmes adequately take into ccount
environmental considerationsj

/ , ..
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(g) the Office should develop internal staff training and adVisory sypport
activities in order to assist ILO staff at headquarters and ~n the field
to integrate environmental and sustainable development considerations
more effectively in their ·traditional activities.

CO-QrdinatiQn within the United NatiQns
system

22. Within the UN system, special attention is being given to the
critical need to improve cQ-ordination of environmental and sustainable
develQpment activities. The ILO has been actively supporting and
participating in these efforts and the Governing Body has been kept closely
informed Qf progress. For example, ~'at the 24lst Session (November 1988), the
International Organisations Commi~ee discussed t~e Oslo Conference on
Sustainable Development and the .wotlc of the inter-~'gency group called the
Designated Officials for Environmental Matters (DOEM).

23. The ILO has al.'ln been actively involved in the development of the
System-wide Medium-Term Environment Programme (SWM'l'EP), which is an ongoing
process to facilitate improved planning and co-ordination within the UN
system. The recently approved SWMTEP for the periQd 1990-95 cQntains over SO
specific references to possible action by the ILO, alone and in collaboration
with others, concerning many different environmental issues, e.g. working
enVironment, rural development, housing, environmental training, industrial
activities.

2 \. The ILO will continue to make every pract'icllble effort to enhance
the effectiveness of the co-ordination process within the UN system.

'!he ILO and the environment; Pl'ospects
for the future

25. Increasing interest and concern has been expressed by several ILO
Industrial Committees and other meetings regarding th!! environment in 1988.
For ~ample, the Tenth Session of the Chemical Industries Committee adopted a
resolution concerning the control and avoidance of toxic wastes: the 12th
Session of the Metal Trades Committee adopted a resolution concerning the
contribution of the metal trades to the improvement of the environment and
.lso proposed as one of its possible future agenda items "the contribution of
the metal trades to the improvement of the envirQnment and to the achievement
of sustainable economic growth": and the Committee on Conditions of Work in
the Fhhing Industry adopted a resolution on protection of the livelihood of
fishernen, which refers in part to the importance of the protection of the
marine environment and sound fish stock management. These examples provide an
indication of the attention which environmental issues are receiving at ':.he
various meetings convened by the lLO. The reports prepared by the Office for
such meetings are also giving increasing attention to the linkages tet·~·een

environmental problems and critical labour and social issues.

26. During the next biennium, there are a r.umber of other issues ''''hich
may require special attention by the ILO. One of the most important fut'Jre
environmental challenges may be that of "climatic change". Although the
greatest attention is being devoted to the development of scient:.ci·~ anti
technical data and analyses of this phenemenon, there may :e signi f'.ol1t
linkages between the possible effects of climatic change .' or of polid!!s mc'.
activities developed to delay or respond to climatic change - uJ~n e~r10:~ent

and social conditior.s. /J.S a result, the ILO will need to monitor t~i:; ~s:;ue

closely in future. III addition, a large nu."ber of regional anl: inter:-:;\t iC'nal

/ ...



______._-0iIIi.............,i' ..... ,.,. :-'. ~I •. ' -,.:"

- 8 -

conferences are presently being scheduled t.el: .... een M .... and 1992. The 1LO .... ill
need to carefully monitor the development of these conferences .... ith a view to
as:3essing at a.n early stage ....hat contribution, if any, it should make within
tts very specific and limited areas of competence.

'!.7. Th! ILO Programme and Budget proposals for 1990-91 have established
environmental concerns and technological change as one of four priority themes
for 1990-91. Durlng t.he next biennium the ILO .... ill concc:ntrate 1"..!l activities
relating to this themb in i.he fields of employmen'~ promotion, trdning and the
working "lnvironment, fields in which it has a clear lDar1clte and unquestioned
competence.· When preparing those proposals. the Director-General expressed
the convi~tion that the key test of whether th" ILO would make progress
towards environmentally sound and sustainable development would not be
demonstrated only by the number of special items included in the draft
proposals readily identifiable as "envirorunental projects" but rather, as
stressp,d in the Brundtland Report, by the extent to wh~ch these consi~erations

were more effectively integrated within all relevant ILO activities. In order
to implement this integration strategy, a special unit concerning these issues
has been established wi thin the Office of the Assistant Direct-Jr-General for
Interdt!partmental Prollrammes. 11'\ addi tion to providing staff resoUJ;'ces to
promote and fJUpport co-ordination and the development of specific efforts by
technical departments to reflect these considerations more effectively in the
implo::rMntation of the! r programtlles, a Hmi ted amount of special addi tional
resource~ have been provi~~d to support those efforts. At the same time, RBTe
r~=u~r~es will also be available to further support this integration strategy.

28. In addition to efforts under the regular budget, ho ....ever, the Office
will be seeking at.dttional resources from multi-bilateral donors, as well as
other funding sour~es. Already in 1988, the Government of NorwkY has approved
a special pr.ojp ... · NO support tt'.e ILO's special efforts towards sustainable
development in advance of the Programme and Budget proposals for 1990-91.
Priority .... il1 be given to the l.leVt:lll,pment of environmental components to be
added to traditional ILO technic~1 co-operation activities and the development
of new activi~ias in which the ILO may provide a unique comparative advantage.

29. The interdepartmental review of the Brundtland Report identified
many othec activities ....hich the ILO mi~ht pursue in future to support
environmentally sound and sustainable development. Nevertheless, r~cogii':'Sing
the important impact thAt the ILO's traditional activities have on the
achievement of the ILO's fundamental objectives - which are themselves in
direct support of sustainable development - the above-mentioned priorities anu
issues are considered the most important during the period of the Medium·Term
Plan, 1990-95.


