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 X 1. Introduction

As the Covid-19 pandemic continues to evolve around 
the globe, many countries have started to ease their 
lockdown measures, allowing people gradually to 
return to work. Yet, the “new normal” requires major 
adjustments at workplaces to ensure that this return to 
work is undertaken in ways that minimize the risks to 
everyone involved. 
On all continents, albeit not in all countries, tripartite 
and bipartite social dialogue, involving consultation 
between and among governments and employers’ 
and workers’ organizations, has helped to shape the 
lockdown and to build effective immediate responses, 
particularly for economic support measures to protect 
workers and enterprises from the worst impacts of the 
crisis.1 Such consultation and collaboration between the 
tripartite partners is equally crucial for shaping a safe 
return to work.2 Safety and health at the workplace is 
increasingly on the agenda as more countries, sectors 
and enterprises prepare the ground for a gradual 
reopening of the economy.3 However, social dialogue 

1 See, for example:  The need for social dialogue in addressing the COVID-19 
crisis, ILO Policy Brief, Geneva, May 2020; ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world 
of work. Updated estimates and analysis, fifth edition, ILO, Geneva, 30 June 
2020; and Pillar 4: Relying on social dialogue for solutions, ILO Policy Brief on 
COVID-19, Geneva, 2020
2 For more details, see: A safe and healthy return to work during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, ILO Policy Brief, Geneva, May 2020. 
3 For more information, see: Negotiation the return to work, IndustriALL, June 
2020 and IOE President - Welcome remarks at IOE Digital Conference on Back 
to Work Policies, 6 May 2020
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concerning the return to work phase appears, 
so far, to be rather less common than it was with 
regard to the economic measures put in place at 
the onset of the crisis. 

Consultations by the relevant authorities with 
workers’ representatives alongside those of 
business are needed for any work-related policy 
issue, and never more so than in the COVID-19 
context. This brief showcases examples of how 
social dialogue has been used to manage the 
return to work in a safe manner. The examples 
include social dialogue at various levels and from 
different regions. They illustrate how effective 
dialogue helps deliver the solutions that are best 
adapted to the prevailing circumstances, builds 
trust and confidence in the measures adopted 
and paves the way to guarantee a safe return to 
work for all. The examples may provide inspiration 
for governments and the social partners around 
the world to consider for possible adaptation and 
application in their own contexts.

https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/departments-and-offices/governance/WCMS_743640/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/departments-and-offices/governance/WCMS_743640/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_749399.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_749399.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_739050/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---safework/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745549.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---safework/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745549.pdf
http://www.industriall-union.org/negotiating-the-return-to-work
https://www.ioe-emp.org/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=146950&token=fe4854a5b9a3d0fb550c9637418c11a5ab34f035


02 X 2. The impor tant  role  of 
international labour standards

Most ILO standards refer to the involvement of 
representatives of employers and workers in shaping 
and implementing policies and programmes for the 
world of work4, while some relate specifically to social 
dialogue.5  

With regard to safety and health at work, the main 
standards are the Occupational Safety and Health 
Convention, 1981 (No. 155) and the Promotional 
Framework for Occupational Safety and Health 
Convention, 2006 (No. 187).6 Both conventions call 
for consultations with the most representative 
organizations of employers and workers for the 
development of national policies, systems and 
programmes on occupational safety and health. The 
ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, 
adopted in 2019, declared that safe and healthy 
working conditions are fundamental to decent work.

The Employment and Decent Work for Peace and 
Resilience Recommendation, 2017 (No. 205) calls for 
all crisis response measures to be developed and 
promoted through gender-inclusive social dialogue, 
recognizing the vital role of employers’ and workers’ 
organizations in this respect.7 

 X 3. Social Dialogue 

Social dialogue is valuable at all times, not only 
during a crisis. However, during crisis times, it can 
be especially effective when quick reactions to find 
often difficult solutions become necessary. Bipartite 
agreements between employers’ and workers’ 
representatives, or tripartite agreements involving 
government as well, may often be achieved more 
easily regarding occupational safety and health (OSH) 
than on other, potentially more divisive, issues. OSH 
Councils or OSH Committees often already exist at 
various levels (national, regional or enterprise); such 

4 FAQ on ILO Standards and COVID-19 (Coronavirus). ILO, Geneva, 29 May 
2020.
5 The Tripartite Consultation (International Labour Standards) Convention, 
1976 (No. 144), its accompanying Recommendation (No. 152) and the Con-
sultation (Industrial and National Levels) Recommendation, 1960 (No. 113) 
are the prime standards to create an enabling framework for and to pro-
mote institutionalized social dialogue between government and the social 
partners. In order to assist constituents in implementing these standards, 
the ILO published a Guide for National Tripartite Social Dialogue.
6 The Conventions and their accompanying Recommendations (Nos. 164 
and 197) are complemented by the Guidelines on occupational safety and 
health management systems (ILO-OSH 2001).
7 See also ILO publication on ‘Managing Conflicts and Disasters: Exploring 
Collaboration between Employers’ and Workers’ Organizations’, which 
includes collaboration on emergency situations such as the COVID-19 
pandemic.

institutions can provide a platform for exiting the 
lockdown and preparing a safe return to work.8     

Labour and health ministries, together with the 
social partners, have in some cases jointly developed 
approaches for exit from lockdown. Consultations 
were held to discuss and agree on concrete measures 
to open up businesses and make workplaces safe 
from the further spread, or resurgence, of the 
coronavirus. This collaboration between and among 
the actors in the world of work is essential to ensure 
that the measures put in place are acceptable to 
and supported by employers and workers, and 
will be effectively implemented in practice. Such 
tripartite dialogue has often started at the national 
level, resulting in the adoption of agreed national 
guidelines, which are then followed up by further 
consultation and bipartite or tripartite agreements 
at the regional or sectoral level to adapt them to the 
specific context. In addition, bipartite dialogue has 
sometimes been held at the enterprise level. 

This reliance on a multi-level social dialogue approach 
corresponds to the fourth pillar of the ILO policy 
response to the Covid-19 crisis, entitled “Relying on 
social dialogue for solutions”.

Social partners have also individually published 
guidelines and support documents9 to facilitate a 
return to work that is safe, and where dialogue is 
considered essential.   

  

3. 1. Social dialogue at the national 
level 

At the national level, some governments continued 
to invite the social partners to discuss exit from the 
lockdown and the requirements for a safe return 
to work. Usually, representatives of the public 
health authorities and other health professionals, 
such as researchers and epidemiologists, joined 
these tripartite discussions. The discussions were 
sometimes hosted within existing tripartite social 
dialogue institutions. Where such institutions did 
not exist, the dialogue was organized ad hoc in an 
emergency context. 

8 See also A safe and healthy return to work during the COVID-19 pan-
demic - ILO guidance
9 Key issues on the return to work, ITUC COVID-19 Briefing, May 2020; 
Return to work during COVID-19. SHRM-IOE Guide, May 2020.

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C155
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C155
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C187
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C187
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C187
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_711674.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R205
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R205
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---normes/documents/genericdocument/wcms_739937.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_ILO_CODE:C144
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_ILO_CODE:C144
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312490
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312451:NO
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312451:NO
https://www.ilo.org/ifpdial/information-resources/publications/WCMS_231193/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312502:NO
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312534:NO
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_741421/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_741421/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/areasofwork/occupational-health/WCMS_746614/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/areasofwork/occupational-health/WCMS_746614/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/ituc_covid-19_briefing_-_key_issues_on_the_return_to_work.pdf
https://www.ioe-emp.org/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=146927&token=5c1cd2da98dfa81ee0403afc1ebb2d1d89b0f771


03In several instances, the social partners held internal 
meetings prior to their meeting with the government, 
in order to establish their respective positions. At the 
tripartite meeting, they were able to present concrete 
proposals regarding safety and health for the return-
to-work phase, just as they had done with regard to 
support measures in the early stages of the crisis. 
In some cases, several meetings were held in quick 
succession before a joint document was agreed. A 
successful outcome could be the issuing of guidelines 
on OSH by the government, which had benefited 
from input and support from the social partners. 

Box 1: Germany: SARS-CoV-2 
Occupational Safety and 
Health Standard at work

On 16 April 2020, the Federal Ministry of Labour 
issued binding OSH Guidelines on Covid-19 
and the envisaged return to work, which were 
developed in consultation with the social partners 
(BDA and DGB), other ministries, regional 
governments and federal health agencies (the 
10-Point-Plan). These Guidelines are based on 
the principle that “whoever works in special times 
needs special protection”. Under the guidance 
of the Statutory Accidents Insurance Authority 
(DGUV), a tripartite task force was put in place to 
devise necessary sector-specific adjustments and 
to monitor the implementation of the guidelines. 
The advice and assistance they provide targets 
mainly small and medium-sized enterprises, 
on the assumption that larger enterprises will 
implement the required Covid-19 response 
measures using in-house OSH specialists. The 
OSH measures include: 

a) hygiene items available at workplace 
(disinfectant, soap), regular cleaning (including 
of doorknobs, handrails, work tools);  

b) social distancing at the workplace (5 feet) to be 
applied everywhere (including changing rooms); 
where this cannot be ensured, face masks have to 
be made available;

c) display of numerous posters to promote 
correct behaviours (hand hygiene, distancing, 
personal protective equipment (PPE), sneezing 
etiquette, etc.);

d) hotline for medical advice (company or public);

e) no-one with fever or other Covid-19 symptoms 
allowed entry to the workplace;

f) maximum use of teleworking.

Source: SARS-CoV-2 Occupational Safety and Heath 
Standard (SARS-CoV-2-Arbeitsschutzstandard). 
Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. 16 
April 2020 (available in 5 languages). 

Tripartite dialogue was held at the national level 
in a number of other countries. In Switzerland, 
two meetings were held between the President, 
several Ministers and the umbrella social partner 
organizations in early March 2020 at the outset 
of the pandemic. Consultations continued in four 
working groups (on legal, fiscal, workplace and 
sectoral aspects). The consultations at the national 
level have extended to the reopening of businesses, 
determining the timing as well as the specific OSH-
related measures to be adopted, which may differ 
according to the sector or workplace in question.  

The government and social partners in Italy developed 
a joint protocol to regulate measures to combat and 
contain the spread of Covid-19 in workplaces (on 
14 March 2020, updated on 26 April). The protocol 
makes social distancing a general rule across the 
country and at all events and encourages employers 
and workers to consult on its implementation at the 
enterprise level. It refers as well to free information 
flow on Covid-19 related changes, regulated entry/
exit measures for workers and visitors as well as 
in common areas (canteen, changing rooms, etc.), 
increased hygiene and sanitization measures (work 
tools, private hygiene),  arrangements for dealing 
with workers showing symptoms of Covid-19. It 
also calls for territorial committees composed of 
joint health and safety bodies and for the creation 
of internal Covid-19 committees that include trade 
union representatives at the enterprise level. Italy 
also published a separate protocol for construction 
sites10, developed jointly with the social partners. 
These tripartite protocols have stimulated further 
negotiations and agreements at enterprise level that 
focus on the safe return to work. 

Belgium developed a  detailed ‘Generic guide for 
combatting the spread of Covid-19 at work’ which is 
the result of co-operation between the social partners 
in the High Council for Prevention and Protection at 
Work, the Economic Risk Management Group, the 
Federal Public Service for Employment, Labour and 
Social Dialogue and the policy unit of the Ministry 
for Employment.11 The tool, adaptable to different 
sectors, contains a number of building blocks to 
enable workers to return to work as safely as possible. 
Social dialogue at enterprise level is recognized as key 
to safely restart or progressively increase business 
operations. 

In South Africa, several ministers have met regularly 
with the Executive Council of the National Economic 
Development and Labour Advisory Council (NEDLAC) 
since March 2020, and the President chaired a NEDLAC 
meeting on 15 May (virtual meeting) to discuss 
strategies to exit the lockdown and implement a safe 
return to work.12 Subsequently, the Government took 

10 Coronavirus: definite line guida sulla sicurezza nei cantieri edili. 
ANAEPA-Confartigianato Edilizia. 25 March 2020. 
11 See for details: Safe at Work: Generic guide for combatting the spread 
of COVID-19 at work. Federal Public Service for Employment, Labour and 
Social Dialogue, May 2020.
12 Presidency on commitment by NEDLAC to soonest migration to 
Coronavirus COVID-19 level 3 lockdown. South African Government. 15 
May 2020.

https://www.bmas.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2020/einheitlicher-arbeitsschutz-gegen-coronavirus.html
https://www.bmas.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2020/einheitlicher-arbeitsschutz-gegen-coronavirus.html
https://www.wfw.com/articles/covid-19-and-new-safety-measures-in-the-workplace-in-italy/
https://www.anaepa.it/content/coronavirus-definite-linee-guida-sulla-sicurezza-nei-cantieri-edili
https://employment.belgium.be/sites/default/files/content/documents/Coronavirus/Genericguide.pdf
https://employment.belgium.be/sites/default/files/content/documents/Coronavirus/Genericguide.pdf
https://www.gov.za/speeches/presidency-commitment-nedlac-soonest-migration-coronavirus-covid-19-level-3-lockdown-15-may
https://www.gov.za/speeches/presidency-commitment-nedlac-soonest-migration-coronavirus-covid-19-level-3-lockdown-15-may
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Box 2: Singapore - Requirements 
for Safe Management Measures 
at the workplace

In Singapore, the tripartite partners agreed on and 
published an advisory guide on Covid-19 on 9 May 
2020, which was updated on 1 June. The tripartite 
partners (namely, the Ministry of Manpower (MOM), 
the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) and the 
Singapore National Employers Federation (SNEF)) 
issued details on ‘Safe Management Measures’ 
required of employers, on the basis of which they 
would be allowed to resume their operations. They 
include general requirements for general workplace 
settings. Specific workplaces, such as construction 
sites, are subject to additional requirements. The 
MOM, the Building and Construction Authority (BCA) 
and Enterprise Singapore (ESG) committed to step up 
enforcement and take action against non-compliant 
employers through, for example, stop-work orders 
and financial penalties. 

The measures agreed include the following:

a) Actively enable employees to work from home: 
review work processes and provide the necessary 
IT equipment; hold virtual meetings; temporarily 
redeploy vulnerable employees to another role within 
the company; 

b) When resuming operations: Stagger work and break 
hours (to reduce possible congregation of employees 
at common spaces such as entrances, exits, lobbies 
and canteens);  

c) Split employees at workplace premises into teams, 
with each team restricted to one worksite wherever 
possible, with no cross-deployment; 

d) Wear masks at the workplace: all onsite personnel, 
including employees, visitors, suppliers and 
contractors to wear masks at all times. Observing 
good personal hygiene (e.g. wash hands regularly, 
refrain from touching face). 

e) Record the entry of all personnel (both employees 
and visitors); arrival/departure through separate 
entrances/exits;

f) Ensure physical spacing of at least 1 metre between 
persons at all times (demarcate safe physical distances, 
limit the number of persons waiting in queues);

g) Increase cleaning of workplace premises; provide 
cleaning and disinfecting agents (e.g. liquid soap; hand 
sanitisers at all stoppage points such as entrance, 
reception, security booths, lift lobbies; disinfectant 
sprays, paper towels and wipes in meeting rooms and 
other common spaces);

h) Employers must ensure that the measures listed 
above are put in place, communicated and explained 
to employees prior to their resuming work; signs 
should be put up to remind employees and visitors 
to observe all measures, and unionised companies 
should engage their unions on such arrangements. 
Employees must adhere to the measures. 

Source: Requirements for Safe Management Measures 
at the Workplace. Ministry of Manpower of Singapore. 
Issued on 9 May 2020, updated on 1 June 2020.

a number of work-related decisions based on these 
discussions.13 Further tripartite meetings were held 
to consult on sector-specific approaches, and bilateral 
dialogue was encouraged at the enterprise level to 
develop complementary measures.

In Kenya, the social partners and the government 
concluded a tripartite agreement in April 2020, based 
on the work of a tripartite rapid response team, in 
which they committed to adhere to and implement 
OSH regulations, secure PPE and focus negotiations 
on the adjustment or prolongation of existing 
collective agreements.14 

China adopted a tripartite approach in implementing 
the government’s call for the promotion of the 
prevention and control of the epidemic. The 
Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, 
the All-China Federation of Trade Unions, the China 
Enterprise Confederation / China Entrepreneur 
Association and the All-China Federation of Industry 
and Commerce issued a joint Notice on conducting 
collective consultation in response to the impact of 
the epidemic. The notice emphasizes that collective 
consultations should play an important role in 
helping enterprises to resume work and production 
and in maintaining the stability of labour relations. It 
encourages such consultations at all levels (provincial, 
municipality, enterprise federation etc.). 

In the Philippines, the Department of Labour and 
Employment (DOLE) convened virtual tripartite 
meetings to discuss the health, social and economic 
impacts of Covid-19 on workers and businesses 
in general, as well as in specific industries. These 
meetings resulted in several tripartite resolutions, for 
example on the augmentation of funds for Covid-19 
responses, and on the right to security of tenure, 
and the issuance of DOLE-Department of Trade 
and Industry (DTI) interim guidelines on OSH in the 
workplace. 

These examples show that meaningful engagement 
with the social partners has the potential to inform 
government decisions regarding the design and 
implementation of the OSH measures needed for a 
safe return to work. Such engagement helps secure 
the commitment of the social partners to promote 
full implementation of these decisions among their 
respective membership.  

13 Economic Cluster Media Briefing on Coronavirus COVID-19 Alert Level 
3, 29 May 2020
14 Memorandum of Understanding between the tripartite social partners 
– Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, Central Organization of Trade 
Unions (COTU), and Federation of Kenya Employers (FKE), signed on 30th 
April 2020.

https://www.mom.gov.sg/covid-19/requirements-for-safe-management-measures
https://www.mom.gov.sg/covid-19/requirements-for-safe-management-measures
http://acftu.people.com.cn/n1/2020/0526/c67560-31723593.html
http://acftu.people.com.cn/n1/2020/0526/c67560-31723593.html
http://acftu.people.com.cn/n1/2020/0526/c67560-31723593.html
https://www.gov.za/speeches/minister-thulas-nxesi-economic-cluster-media-briefing-coronavirus-covid-19-alert-level-3-29
https://www.gov.za/speeches/minister-thulas-nxesi-economic-cluster-media-briefing-coronavirus-covid-19-alert-level-3-29
http://www.fke-kenya.org/site/index.php/resources/downloads
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Box 5: Belgium – Agreement in 
construction sector

In Belgium, after one month of negotiations, 
the social partners in the construction industry 
agreed to resume work on sites while respecting 
as far as possible the rules of social distancing. 
In particular, special arrangements were made 
for workers who belong to at-risk groups or 
where work was to be carried out in a building, 
in which coronavirus cases had been detected. 
An additional protocol was announced for the 
period following the national lockdown. This is 
complementing the detailed generic guide on 
a safe return to work, developed at tripartite 
national level and mentioned above.

Source: Belgium: social partners in construction 
sector pen agreement to re-open sites with social 
distancing measures applied. PlanetLabour, 20 April 
2020; Safe at Work: Generic guide for combatting the 
spread of COVID-19 at work. Federal Public Service 
for Employment, Labour and Social Dialogue, May 
2020.

Box 4: United States of America – 
Agreements in the automotive industry

IndustriALL affiliate United Autoworkers’ Union 
(UAW) reached an agreement with General Motors, 
Fiat Chrysler and Ford Motor to reopen workplaces. 
The UAW negotiated to ensure enhanced safety 
measures are taken at each facility in accordance 
with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
guidelines for employers. The agreement details 
the necessary precautions including staggered 
shifts, regular hand washing, social distancing, 
temperature measurement, the wearing of masks, 
etc.”

Source: Negotiating the return to work. IndustriALL 
article, June 2020.

Box 3: Switzerland – Public Call in 
Solothurn’s construction sector
In the canton of Solothurn, social partners and 
the local Ministry of Economy regularly meet in 
“Dialogue Economy”. Following several individual 
complaints coming from the construction sector 
upon return to work, they discussed and jointly 
issued a Public Call (24 March) to “urgently remind 
everybody in the construction sector to follow and 
implement the Recommendations of Government 
and Health services with respect to preventing 
Covid-19, failure to observe which the construction 
site shall be closed”. Concrete measures to follow 
were listed and a previously published checklist 
for construction sites included. 

 Source: Solothurner Zeitung, 24 March 2020

3.2. Social dialogue at regional and 
sectoral levels

In several countries, tripartite or bipartite agreements 
on Covid-19 reached at the national level have 
stimulated further agreements at the regional level 
that reflect the local context. Regional adjustments 
may take into account the local rate of Covid-19 
infection, which will influence lockdown and return-
to-work measures.

 

Marked differences exist as well between sectors. 
Certain ILO standards specific to an economic sector 
are important in the context of Covid-19. As with 
the global standards previously mentioned, these 
standards refer to the need for social dialogue in 
addressing the issues.15 Some sectors were declared 
as essential sectors (such as health, food production 
and processing and sections of local transport) in 
which no shut down was possible, while others were 
prescribed a temporary shutdown in order to curb the 
spread of the virus. Such decisions were sometimes 
made by the government following consultation with 
the social partners. 

It is important to recall the general principle that 
there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ model for social dialogue. 
The right approach to take depends on the specific 
context, and innovative solutions may be needed to 
achieve the best outcome. Some examples of social 
dialogue at sectoral level are described below.

15 Sectoral standards on or including OSH include the Hygiene (Commerce 
and Offices) Convention, 1964 (No. 120),  the Nursing Personnel Conven-
tion, 1977 (No. 149), the Safety and Health in Construction Convention, 
1988 (No. 167), the  Safety and Health in Mines Convention, 1995 (No. 176), 
the Safety and Health in Agriculture Convention, 2001 (No. 184), and the 
Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, (MLC, 2006).  

Other sectoral agreements including specific OSH 
provisions have been concluded in various sectors, 
including the health sector where frontline workers 
continued to work throughout the pandemic (e.g. in 
Germany, Italy, Norway, Republic of Korea, Senegal, 
Switzerland and Tunisia).

https://www.planetlabor.com/en/industrial-relations-en/national-industrial-relations/belgium-social-partners-in-construction-sector-pen-agreement-to-re-open-sites-with-social-distancing-measures-applied/
https://www.planetlabor.com/en/industrial-relations-en/national-industrial-relations/belgium-social-partners-in-construction-sector-pen-agreement-to-re-open-sites-with-social-distancing-measures-applied/
https://www.planetlabor.com/en/industrial-relations-en/national-industrial-relations/belgium-social-partners-in-construction-sector-pen-agreement-to-re-open-sites-with-social-distancing-measures-applied/
https://employment.belgium.be/sites/default/files/content/documents/Coronavirus/Genericguide.pdf
https://employment.belgium.be/sites/default/files/content/documents/Coronavirus/Genericguide.pdf
http://www.industriall-union.org/negotiating-the-return-to-work
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C120
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C120
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C149
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C149
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C167
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C167
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C176
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C184
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C186
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#SN
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#TN
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Box 7: Spain – Telefónica

Telefónica Group signed an agreement with the global 
union UNI-ICTS1  to pilot a return to worldwide activity. The 
agreement establishes a common protocol for its more 
than 112,000 workers spread across a dozen countries in 
Europe and Latin America.

The protocol includes a range of measures already agreed 
in Spain, such as the provision of PPE in all work centres 
and training in their correct use, minimising the time spent 
in the work centre, limiting the occupation of work centres, 
lifts and meeting rooms according to the social distancing 
rules, increasing the cleaning and disinfection of all work 
areas, bathrooms and common areas, as well as greater 
working time flexibility. 

Source: Telefónica extiende a Hispam y Brasil el protocolo de 
retorno a las oficinas tras alcanzar un acuerdo global con UNI, 
UGT y CCOO. Telefonica, Madrid, 12 May 2020.

1 UNI-ICTS is the global union for the information, communication, in-
formation technology and business services sector (ICTS), representing 
330 unions and over 3 million workers. 

Box 6: Germany – Daimler AG

The car manufacturer Daimler AG resumed 
production after four weeks of standstill in large 
parts of the company. About 80% of the 170‘000 
employees in Germany had been on short-time work 
arrangements (Kurzarbeit). Prior to work resumption, 
management and works councils jointly elaborated 
a list of specific health and safety requirements 
for each workplace. This list was also referred to 
in the course of tripartite consultations with the 
federal government on OSH guidelines (see box 1). 
In order to limit direct contact among workers, they 
were to be recalled gradually, starting in only a few 
departments, or with only one or two shifts in some 
factory sites; shift work would have staggered start 
and end times (leading to reduced contact at the 
gate and in changing rooms), and teleworking would 
continue wherever possible.

Source: Autobauer werfen Werke wieder an. boerse.ard.
de 20 April 2020.

3.3. Social dialogue at the workplace 
level 

The ILO Promotional Framework for Occupational 
Safety and Health Convention, 2006 (No. 187) 
establishes that arrangements promoting 
cooperation constitute an essential element of 
workplace-related prevention measures. Research 
has shown conclusively that the presence of trade 
unions and the use of social dialogue to address OSH 
issues at the workplace are associated with a decrease 
in work-related injuries and accidents.16 Cooperation 
on OSH issues at the enterprise level often takes 
place through workplace OSH committees. In this 
regard, Recommendation No. 19717 states that 
the establishment of such committees helps to 
promote a preventative safety and health culture. 
In some countries, specifically targeting those 
small enterprises without OSH committees, a 
network of workers’ OSH representatives for 
smaller undertakings has been set up18, as well as 
other mechanisms to ensure the communication 
of OSH information and training to workers.19 Such 
mechanisms can provide a valuable vehicle to guide a 
safe return to work. 

The return-to-work phase provides a valuable 
opportunity for the social partners to strengthen their 
cooperation and mutual trust at the enterprise level, 
particularly in the context of follow-up to national 
or sectoral level agreements. There are several 
examples of successful bipartite social dialogue at the 
enterprise level to agree upon specific Covid-19 OSH 
measures, adapted to the specific context.20 

16 European Agency for Safety and Health at Work:” Worker representa-
tion and consultation on health and safety: An analysis of the findings of 
the European survey of enterprises on new and emerging risks (Luxem-
bourg, 2012). See also ILO document Recurrent discussion under the ILO 
Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization on Social Dialogue, 
2013, para 127.
17 Promotional Framework for Occupational Safety and Health Recom-
mendation, 2006 (No. 197)
18 E.g. South Africa has roving safety representatives; for details see: Gen-
eral Survey on the occupational safety and health instruments concerning 
the promotional framework, construction, mines and agriculture, Interna-
tional Labour Conference, 106th Session, 2017, para 199.
19 Several countries in Latin America have implemented a System for In-
tegrated Measurement and Advance of Productivity (SIMAPRO), an ILO 
programme based on social dialogue, that includes improved communica-
tion, collaboration and training for workers in SMEs, e.g. in Mexico, Chile, 
Cuba, Dominican Republic; see General Survey on the occupational safety 
and health instruments concerning the promotional framework, construc-
tion, mines and agriculture, International Labour Conference, 106th Ses-
sion, 2017, para 200.
20 For more information about bipartite social dialogue on Covid-19 in 
general, see: Employers and workers negotiating measures to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19, protect livelihoods and support recovery: A review of 
practice, ILO Policy Brief, July 2020.

https://www.telefonica.com/es/web/sala-de-prensa/-/telefonica-extiende-a-todos-los-paises-el-protocolo-de-retorno-a-las-oficinas-tras-alcanzar-un-acuerdo-global-con-uni-ugt-y-ccoo
https://www.telefonica.com/es/web/sala-de-prensa/-/telefonica-extiende-a-todos-los-paises-el-protocolo-de-retorno-a-las-oficinas-tras-alcanzar-un-acuerdo-global-con-uni-ugt-y-ccoo
https://www.telefonica.com/es/web/sala-de-prensa/-/telefonica-extiende-a-todos-los-paises-el-protocolo-de-retorno-a-las-oficinas-tras-alcanzar-un-acuerdo-global-con-uni-ugt-y-ccoo
https://boerse.ard.de/aktien/daimler-wirft-produktion-wieder-an100.html#xtor=newsletter
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312332
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312332
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312534:NO
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312534:NO
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_543647.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_543647.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_543647.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_543647.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_543647.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_543647.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_749844/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_749844/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_749844/lang--en/index.htm
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 X 4. Conclusions  

The new coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 is a biological hazard 
that should be addressed, like any other health risk at 
the workplace, through social dialogue. 

Managing the safe return of people to work in the 
context of the COVID-19 creates unprecedented 
challenges for governments, for employers and for 
workers everywhere. Indeed, ensuring that return-to-
work is safe is absolutely critical to instil confidence 
among the workforce and allow the business 
operations to resume in a productive and sustainable 
way.

There is a need, therefore, for social dialogue to be 
instrumental in the design and implementation 
of return-to-work OSH policies and measures. 
Experience around the world shows that this need has 
been recognized in many countries, industries and 
enterprises, but this is by no means universal. This 
lack of meaningful social dialogue risks undermining 
the effectiveness of those very measures in the 
medium and longer run. Hence, it is important for the 
actors in the countries concerned to have recourse to 
social dialogue if the return to work is to be managed 
in a more sustainable manner. 

Good practices in using social dialogue for designing 
return-to-work measures have nonetheless been 
identified at different levels – national, regional, 
sectoral and enterprise.

Social dialogue is needed at all these different levels, 
which frequently interact with and reinforce each 
other. Social partners’ involvement in decision-making 
with governments regarding return-to-work OSH 
policies is needed from the very start. Also, at sectoral 
and enterprise levels, employers’ representatives 
need to consult with workers’ representatives from 
the earliest stages in their planning for resuming safe 
operations.

There is no single solution or model to follow when it 
comes to managing the return to work; the evolution 
of the pandemic, and the different national contexts, 
demand innovative and flexible approaches, both 
to social dialogue and to the various OSH measures 
to be taken, that are best-adapted to the precise 
circumstances, and that can be modified as the 
situation further evolves.
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Box 8: Panama – Special Covid-19 committees

The Ministry of Labour prepared a protocol on safety 
and health for the prevention of Covid-19, based on 
guidelines established by the Ministry of Health. 
The protocol has been agreed with the workers’ and 
employers’ organizations. It requires companies to set 
up a special committee on health and hygiene for the 
prevention and care of COVID-19, consisting of at least 2 
to 6 representatives of workers and management each, 
depending on the size of the company. If there is a union 
representation in the company, it must be part of the 
committee.

The committee will function for the duration of 
the pandemic as declared by the World Health 
Organization and confirmed by the Ministry of Health. 
These committees are formed exclusively to address 
COVID-19 within the company and will meet regularly 
to discuss measures to be taken, monitor progress in 
the implementation of the protocol and keep track of 
the health of the workers.

Source: Protocolo para preservar la higiene y salud en 
el ámbito laboral para la prevención ante el covid -19. 
Ministerio de Trabajo y Desarrollo Laboral. Republica de 
Panamá. 2020.

https://www.mitradel.gob.pa/protocolocovid19/
https://www.mitradel.gob.pa/protocolocovid19/

