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Quality Public Services are the Foundation of Decent Work 
 

 World Day for Decent Work 
 7 October 2008 

 
 
On the occasion of 7th October, World Day for Decent Work, Public Services International is 
focusing on the situation of migrant workers, and the current debate on migration and 
development, which will be the theme of the 2nd Global Forum on Migration and Development in 
Manila, Philippines, 28-30 October.  The current approach to migration and development is much 
too narrowly focused on the ‘economics of remittances’ and gives insufficient attention to the 
rights of migrant workers. While PSI recognises the benefits of remittances in reducing poverty 
levels through increased income, improved housing, education and health care at the household 
level, remittances cannot be used as a substitute to State investment in public services and the 
domestic economy. Labour migration is not the new path to development and decent work. 
Investment in quality public services is the solution.  
 

“It is precisely decreased investment in quality public services which has fuelled migration.  It is 
the absence of available and adequately funded quality health care, education, housing and social 
services, which motivate families to consider sending a migrant worker abroad so they can send 
home the money to buy these services.”, explains PSI general secretary Peter Waldorff. “It is also 
the poor working conditions and low and unequal pay which has led health workers, the great 
majority of whom are women, to make the decision to migrate for work.  On October 7th, PSI and 
public sector unions worldwide are calling for a global re-think on the role of the public sector as 
the foundation of decent work.” 
 

Globalisation Fails to Create Decent Work 
 
Globalisation, driven by neo-liberal policies, has resulted in the deregulation of markets, 
heightened trade liberalisation, privatisation of social services and public utilities, and the 
lowering of labour standards Trade liberalisation has contributed to the growing inequality 
between countries and within countries. Aid to developing countries continues to be tied to 
conditionalities that call for reduction in public expenditure. 
 
About half a billion workers continue to live below US$1 a day, while 5 out of 10 people in the 
world are in vulnerable employment. In 2007, the number of unemployed women rose to almost 
82 million and global trends show that women have a higher likelihood of being unemployed than 
men. The International Labour Organization (ILO) warns that the current financial crisis, together 
with the food and fuel crises, could raise unemployment by an estimated additional 5 million 
persons in 2008. The recent global financial crisis will drive it even higher. If inequalities between 
developed and developing countries remain unaddressed, migration will continue. Only when 
decent work is available in the place where people live, is migration a true choice and not a dire 
necessity. 
 



Public Services International (PSI) is a global trade union federation that represents 20 million women and 

men working in the public services around the world. It has some 600 affiliated unions in more than 150 

countries. PSI is an autonomous body, which works in association with federations covering other sectors of 

the workforce and with the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC). PSI is an officially recognised 

non-governmental organisation for the public sector within the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and 

has consultative status with ECOSOC and observer status with other UN bodies such as UNCTAD and 

UNESCO. 

 

 
 

 
 
Social Costs of Migration 
 
Economists are reluctant to factor in the serious social costs of migration. No amount of 
remittances can fill the care vacuum created by the absence of a parent or an older sibling. It is 
the women in the household, who must step in, increasing their own caring and domestic 
responsibilities. The difficulties and isolation that some migrant workers endure, particularly in 
cases when migrant workers are not allowed to bring their families, must be considered, and the 
situation is devastating for those trafficked or forced into bonded labour or slave-like conditions.  
 

Gender and rights perspective fundamental to decent work 
 
Gender sensitive employment and migration policies recognise inequalities between men and 
women. Women migrants, in particular undocumented women migrants and domestic workers, 
are at risk of suffering racial and gender-based discrimination, exploitation and violence. 
However, it is also equally important to recognise women as powerful “economic and social 
change agents” if fully empowered and accorded space to genuinely participate in decision-
making processes in society. Promoting trade union rights for all migrant workers, particularly 
women, ensures protection of their rights as workers and allows them to access decent work and 
maximize their potential contribution to society.  
 
“On the occasion of October 7th therefore, PSI strongly calls on States to abide by their human 
rights obligations and to ratify and fully implement the main UN and ILO Conventions1 embodying 
the protection of migrant workers and their families”, says Waldorff. 
 

Developmental Impact of Skilled Migration 
 
Labour migration policies in industrialised countries exacerbate the brain drain in developing 
countries. The failure of many rich countries to develop their own human resources in critical 
areas such as health and education has led them to resort to international recruitment to address 
staffing needs. At the same time, failed reforms and decreased spending in public services in both 
origin and destination countries have led to the departure of skilled workers to find other 
employment, or to work abroad. 
  
In dealing with workforce shortages, the primary focus should be retention strategies rather than 
on international recruitment.  Poor investment in the health and education sectors leads to 
workforce attrition and eventually to migration.  
 
If and when international recruitment is carried out, ethical principles should be applied, which 
ensure the rights of migrant workers, include compensation measures, mitigate the impact of 
migration, promote shared responsibility between origin and destination countries, fairness and 
regulate and monitor the practices of private recruitment agencies.  

                                                           
Useful link: http://www.world-psi.org/migration 

 
1
 UN International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families;  

UN Basic Human Rights Conventions (particularly the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and Convention on the Rights of the Child);  
ILO Conventions on Migrant Workers, C97 and C143; 
ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights At Work and its follow-up; 
ILO Multilateral Framework on the Rights-based Approach to Labour Migration;  
The Durban Declaration and Programme of Action of the 2001 UN World Conference Against Racism. 
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