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Text-based talks on COVID-19 
IP waiver to begin 

In a step forward towards waiving intellectual property (IP) 
protections on COVID-19 medical products, WTO member 

states will enter into negotiations on the text of a waiver decision. 
The talks are nevertheless expected to be difficult in light of 

diverging positions on the initiative and a new European Union 
proposal seen by some as a move to forestall a waiver.

l  WTO members agree to text-based negotiations on TRIPS 
waiver – p2

l  EU proposal seeks to derail TRIPS waiver discussions
at WTO? – p5
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GENEVA: The 63 co-sponsors of the 
TRIPS waiver proposal to combat the 
COVID-19 pandemic secured the green 
light on 9 June for starting, from the 
following week, text-based negotiations 
at the World Trade Organization based 
on their revised proposal, amidst rising 
global momentum for a decision in 
favour of the waiver, said people familiar 
with the development.

At a formal meeting of the WTO’s 
Council for Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 
held on 8-9 June, the co-sponsors of the 
proposal, who are now being supported 
by more than 50 other countries, called 
for concluding the waiver discussions by 
end-July. They appealed to members to 
singularly focus the discussions on their 
revised waiver proposal so as to ensure an 
early outcome in order to save lives from 
the pandemic.

While the co-sponsors have gone 
through rough waters for the past eight 
months since submitting their initial 
proposal last October, with a handful 
of countries placing roadblocks on 
“ideological” grounds at each TRIPS 
Council meeting, there is now a 
recognition that international momentum 
is building in favour of a waiver, said a 
person who asked not to be quoted.

However, even as the tide appears to 
have turned towards a waiver, attempts are 
being made to bring unrelated proposals 
– such as one recently circulated by the 
European Union (see following article) 
– into the discussions purportedly to 
distract the text-based negotiations on 
the waiver.

The chair of the TRIPS Council, 
Ambassador Dagfinn Sorli from Norway, 
apparently conveyed to the members that 
since there are other proposals on the 
table now, they will all be discussed, said 
people familiar with the development.

Essentially, the chair’s move could 

be tantamount to muddying the waters 
by clubbing together two diametrically 
opposing proposals that have been 
submitted at different points of time with 
different objectives, said people who 
asked not to be quoted.

At the 8-9 June TRIPS Council 
meeting, Sorli indicated that he would 
convene an informal meeting on 17 June 
to discuss the way forward in a substantive 
way. He suggested the steps to be taken 
before the WTO General Council meeting 
in July.

The chair urged members to engage 
directly with each other to complement 
the process, which, he said, will be under 
his own responsibility.

He referred to WTO Director-General 
Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala’s statement that 
the issue of equitable access to vaccines, 
diagnostics and therapeutics is a moral 
and economic issue.

He also said that members share the 
common goal of providing equitable 
access to these products for the global 
population as soon as possible, even if 
they differ on where to place the emphasis 
of this endeavour, according to people 
familiar with the development.

“Overarching priority”

During the TRIPS Council meeting, 
South Africa, on behalf of the co-sponsors 
of the TRIPS waiver proposal, set the ball 
rolling by saying that while “the pandemic 
continues to rage on, as co-sponsors, 
we have on numerous occasions called 
for our negotiations to be brought to an 
expeditious end.”

The waiver proposal was issued last 
October and revised on 25 May. The 
revised proposal, which will now form 
the basis of the text-based talks, contains 
several operational paragraphs:

“1. The obligations of Members to 
implement or apply Sections 1, 4, 5 and 7 

WTO members agree to text-based 
negotiations on TRIPS waiver
The effort to waive COVID-19-related intellectual property protections 
has gained ground with talks set to commence at the WTO on the 
specific wording of a waiver decision.

by D. Ravi Kanth
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of Part II of the TRIPS Agreement [which 
relate to copyrights, industrial designs, 
patents, and protection of undisclosed 
information respectively] or to enforce 
these Sections under Part III of the TRIPS 
Agreement, shall be waived in relation 
to health products and technologies 
including diagnostics, therapeutics, 
vaccines, medical devices, personal 
protective equipment, their materials 
or components, and their methods and 
means of manufacture for the prevention, 
treatment or containment of COVID-19.

“2. This waiver shall be in force for at 
least 3 years from the date of this decision. 
The General Council shall, thereafter, 
review the existence of the exceptional 
circumstances justifying the waiver, and 
if such circumstances cease to exist, the 
General Council shall determine the date 
of termination of the waiver.

“3. The waiver in paragraph 1 
shall not apply to the protection of 
Performers, Producers of Phonograms 
(Sound Recordings) and Broadcasting 
Organizations under Article 14 of the 
TRIPS Agreement.

“4. This decision is without prejudice 
to the right of least developed country 
Members under paragraph 1 of Article 66 
of the TRIPS Agreement.

“5. This waiver shall be reviewed by 
the General Council not later than one 
year after it is granted, and thereafter 
annually until the waiver terminates, 
in accordance with the provisions of 
paragraph 4 of Article IX of the WTO 
Agreement.

“6. Members shall not challenge 
any measures taken in conformity with 
the provision of the waiver contained in 
this Decision under subparagraphs 1(b) 
and 1(c) of Article XXIII of GATT 1994, 
or through the WTO’s Dispute Settlement 
Mechanism.”

Explaining the salient aspects of 
the revised waiver proposal at the 
meeting, South Africa’s TRIPS negotiator 
Mustaqeem De Gama stressed that 
“ending the pandemic everywhere in 
a timely manner is a public good and 
should be an overarching priority for the 
WTO.”

He said the co-sponsors want members 
to “get into a line-by-line discussion of 
the revised waiver proposal”.

De Gama said “the economic 
consequences unleashed by COVID-19 
will continue for as long as inequitable 
access to health products and technologies 
persist, including vaccines, therapeutics 

and diagnostics.”
He underscored the need for regular 

meetings in different configurations of 
plenary and open-ended small-group 
settings.

“As co-sponsors we have been active 
and have racked up a prodigious number 
of [bilateral meetings] in the last two 
months, and in the last three weeks we 
have reached out to several delegations 
to discuss the changes to our waiver 
proposal,” he said.

Given the paucity of time in the face 
of a ravaging pandemic, De Gama said 
“we look forward to making substantial 
progress towards the next General 
Council meeting [in July].”

He said the revised waiver proposal 
focuses on “health products and 
technologies”, noting that the prevention, 
treatment or containment of COVID-
19 involves a range of products and 
technologies including diagnostics, 
therapeutics, vaccines, medical devices 
and personal protective equipment.

He said intellectual property (IP) 
issues may “arise with respect to the 
products and technologies, their materials 
or components, as well as their methods 
and means of manufacture.”

He explained that “the continued 
surge of COVID-19 highlights the 
critical importance of meaningful access 
to personal protective equipment, tests, 
therapies and vaccines to prevent spread 
and reduce illness and death in high-risk 
populations and settings.” These resources 
“are acutely needed in many communities, 
with documented shortages and access 
barriers across the continuum of care”.

The waiver proposal calls 
for suspending the application, 
implementation and enforcement of 
the TRIPS Agreement’s provisions on 
copyright, industrial designs, patents and 
protection of undisclosed information. 
These four categories of the IP system, 
said De Gama, are “relevant to the 
production, supply, and access to COVID 
health products and technologies.”

He said a paragraph has been added 
to the waiver proposal calling for a waiver 
duration of at least three years. The 
General Council “shall determine the 
date of termination of the waiver, once 
the exceptional circumstances justifying 
the waiver cease to exist,” he added.

De Gama said “the co-sponsors stand 
ready to deal with each of the categories 
in a line-by-line discussion,” stating 
that they would be relying on the chair 

to “facilitate our discussion based on 
a schedule that can be agreed so as to 
create predictability and to ensure the 
best use of the months of June and July in 
order to make substantial progress in our 
negotiations.”

On behalf of the co-sponsors, he 
assured members that they “will continue 
to engage constructively and show the 
necessary flexibility towards finding a 
balanced outcome that has at its core 
the ramping up and diversification of 
production across the world.”

“This is critical in ensuring resilience 
against the current pandemic but also as a 
start, to prepare us for future pandemics,” 
he concluded.

Revisions explained

In its statement at the TRIPS Council 
meeting, India, which is the lead co-
sponsor of the waiver proposal along with 
South Africa, explained the five changes 
that were made in the revised proposal 
compared with the original version. They 
include three changes to the preamble and 
two concerning the scope and duration of 
the waiver.

The Indian Ambassador to the WTO 
Brajendra Navnit said the first change 
underlines “emerging variants and 
mutations that reinforce the belief that the 
solution must be global and timely or else 
the virus and its mutations and variants 
would outpace and beat the solutions 
designed.”

The second change, he said, “is 
made to integrate elements from TRIPS 
Council Chairs’ report to the GC [General 
Council] reflecting solidarity shown by 
the membership in treating this as a global 
problem that needs a global solution.”

The third change in the preamble, 
he said, “reflects the balance between 
commercial interests of IP rights holders 
and public health at large also showing that 
for the co-sponsors it’s not an ideological 
debate, we are not against incentives for 
R&D and innovation while at the same 
time we acknowledge the importance of 
public health during a pandemic.”

Navnit said that the “scope and 
duration bring in specificity to the 
proposal, as the scope focuses on the 
prevention, containment, and treatment 
of COVID-19 and includes the health 
products and technologies needed to deal 
with the pandemic, the specific duration 
considers uncertainties surrounding 
the pandemic while also brings out 
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the temporary nature of the waiver. 
The proponents have no intention of 
continuing the waiver for indefinite period 
and no intention of denying benefits of IP 
rights to right holders beyond the waiver 
period.”

He warned against any “dilly-dallying”, 
arguing that it would only “cause more 
harm especially when we are in a race 
against time.”

Besides the co-sponsors of the waiver 
proposal, many other members – Tanzania 
on behalf of the African Group, Chad on 
behalf of the Group of Least Developed 
Countries, Mongolia, Malaysia, Fiji, 
Egypt, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, 
Bangladesh, Bolivia, Venezuela, Paraguay, 
Maldives, Argentina, Nepal, Jordan, 
Vanuatu, Mozambique, Angola, the 
Philippines, Jamaica, Peru and Vietnam – 
rallied around the proposal.

Contrasting signals from
developed countries

The United States, which brought 
about a significant change when it agreed 
to support a waiver and participate in text-
based discussions, said its top priority is 
“saving lives and ending the pandemic in 
the United States and around the world.”

The US charge d’affaires David Bisbee 
highlighted the measures adopted by 
the Biden-Harris administration “to get 
as many safe and effective vaccines to as 
many people as fast as possible.”

Arguing that this is a “global 
health crisis, and the extraordinary 
circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic 
call for extraordinary measures,” Bisbee 
underscored the need for doing “what is 
necessary to accelerate manufacturing 
and equitable distribution of vaccines.”

He said that “while we are still 
reviewing the revised [waiver] proposal, 
our initial reaction is that it is a relatively 
modest change.”

He said “while we recognize it is not 
for the proponents to negotiate with 
themselves, it is a shared responsibility to 
find common ground and to respond to 
the issues raised by other members, and 
time is of the essence.”

The US, according to Bisbee, reckons 
that “the most expeditious pathway 
toward consensus would be to focus our 
efforts on what actions might be needed 
to address the supply and distribution of 
vaccines specifically.”

“For our efforts to have an immediate 
effect, a revised scope for discussion 

seems the most promising next step,” 
the US official said, adding that “the 
consensus-based nature of the WTO 
and the complexity of the issues involved 
mean that this will be a time-consuming 
process.”

He said the US support “for engaging 
in a text-based discussion will spur 
additional proposals or ideas to be put on 
the table.”

The European Union said “the TRIPS 
Council should concentrate on how the IP 
system can contribute towards increasing 
the manufacturing capacity and the 
equitable access to vaccines around the 
world.”

After thanking the co-sponsors of the 
waiver proposal, the EU noted that “the 
proposal waives obligations of members 
to implement or apply Sections 1, 4, 5 and 
7 of Part II of the TRIPS Agreement with 
regard to a wide range of health products, 
technologies, devices, personal protective 
equipment and components for the 
prevention, treatment or containment of 
COVID-19.”

It said that “all the relevant intellectual 
property rights (except for trademarks) 
that concern these products could be 
potentially waived as the result of this 
proposal with regard to a very broad 
range of products, technologies and 
components.”

On the duration of the waiver, the EU 
said it is proposed in a manner that does 
not indicate the date on which the waiver 
would be terminated. It said the waiver 
“could stay in force for an undefined 
period of time after the exceptional 
circumstances, which are presented 
as those justifying the waiver, cease to 
exist.”

It assured members that it would 
engage in “a thorough discussion of this 
text to examine how the revised proposal 
addresses the identified bottlenecks for the 
production and distribution of COVID-
19 vaccines, including its expected impact 
on the transfer of COVID-19 vaccines 
technology.”

It said “it is our assessment that limited 
manufacturing capacity, access to raw 
materials and other inputs are the main 
bottlenecks as regards the production 
and distribution of COVID-19 vaccines.” 
“In addition, know-how is key due to the 
complexity of the production process of 
these vaccines.” 

The EU drew attention to its own 
proposal unveiled on 4 June (see following 
article), which it said is anchored on “a 

multilateral and comprehensive response 
by trade-related measures to the COVID-
19 pandemic.” It said that it wants “WTO 
members [to] agree as soon as possible 
on a global trade initiative for equitable 
access to COVID-19 vaccines and 
therapeutics encompassing the following 
three components: (1) trade facilitation 
and disciplines on export restrictions; (2) 
concrete actions to expand production 
and ensure supply of vaccines at 
affordable prices to low and middle 
income countries during the pandemic; 
and (3) clarification and facilitation of 
TRIPS Agreement flexibilities relating to 
compulsory licences.”

The EU claimed that “voluntary 
licences are the most effective instruments 
to facilitate the sharing of know-how. 
Intellectual property framework provides 
a platform that incentivizes collaboration 
and transfer of know-how.”

It said that it wants “to include in this 
discussion a different and more targeted 
approach,” hoping that it will be able “to 
convince members that our approach, 
including the key components that will 
be addressed in the General Council, 
represents the best way to respond to the 
crisis in a short term in an effective and 
pragmatic manner.”

The United Kingdom asked “how a 
waiver proposal would actually help to 
scale and speed up the production and 
the distribution of vaccines and other 
products needed to fight the pandemic.”

Switzerland called for a “holistic 
approach” that would facilitate “trade 
and reducing barriers to trade, 
enhancing collaboration in order to 
scale up production, and making sure 
that the tools provided for under the 
multilateral framework, including the 
TRIPS Agreement, and its flexibilities can 
effectively be used.”

Like the EU, Switzerland too expressed 
concerns on the proposed minimum 
three-year duration of the waiver, saying 
that “the termination of the waiver is made 
dependent on a decision of the General 
Council, implying that the waiver could 
remain in force indefinitely.”

Meanwhile, speaking at a webinar 
on 9 June, former South African trade 
minister Rob Davies commended India 
and South Africa for piloting the waiver 
proposal. However, he cautioned that the 
co-sponsors have to ensure that there 
is no “delay” or “delete” tactics that will 
be adopted by the opponents during the 
discussions. (SUNS9364)
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GENEVA: The European Union on 4 June 
tabled a proposal at the WTO on a “global 
trade initiative for equitable access to 
COVID-19 vaccines and therapeutics”, in 
what appears to be a calculated attempt 
to undermine the ongoing discussions 
on a proposed TRIPS waiver that have 
become the global focus for combating 
the COVID-19 pandemic, said people 
familiar with the development.

Embracing the WTO Director-
General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala’s “third 
way” approach, in its proposal titled 
“Urgent trade policy responses to the 
COVID-19 crisis”, the EU said that it 
“strongly supported the WTO Director-
General in her initiative to consider 
practical ways to enhance production 
capacity and cooperation with the private 
sector”.

The EU submitted its three-page 
proposal simultaneously to the WTO’s 
TRIPS Council and General Council on 
4 June, arguing that “the most urgent 
challenge now is to ensure a rapid 
and equitable roll-out of vaccines and 
therapeutics globally, as this is the only 
way to control the virus effectively.”

The EU said that the “rules-based” 
WTO can contribute to expanding the 
production of and equitable access to 
COVID-19 vaccines and therapeutics.

While the EU said that it has been 
engaged in the discussions on the TRIPS 
waiver proposal, a cursory glance at 
its engagement in the TRIPS Council 
during the past eight months appears to 
only confirm its opposition to the waiver 
despite proponents’ arguments that 
suspending key provisions in the TRIPS 
Agreement is the best route to ramping 
up production of COVID-19 vaccines, 
diagnostics and therapeutics across 
countries on an expeditious basis, said 
people following the discussions since 
October last year.

The TRIPS waiver proposal, initially 

submitted by South Africa and India 
last October, is being co-sponsored by 
63 countries, with China and 50 more 
countries further supporting it.

Moreover, more than 400 international 
civil society groups and hundreds of 
parliamentarians as well as more than 
100 leaders and Nobel laureates have 
also called for the speedy approval of the 
waiver proposal.

Three components

Against this backdrop, the EU seems 
determined to distract WTO members 
from the waiver discussions.

After having blocked the waiver 
proposal on extraneous grounds during 
the last eight months, the EU in its own 
proposal now wants WTO members to 
“agree as soon as possible on a global trade 
initiative for equitable access to COVID-19 
vaccines and therapeutics encompassing 
the following three components: (1) 
trade facilitation and disciplines on 
export restrictions; (2) expansion of 
production, including through pledges 
by vaccine producers and developers; 
and (3) clarification and facilitation of 
TRIPS Agreement flexibilities relating to 
compulsory licences.”

When asked whether the EU has 
removed all its own export restrictions, 
a senior EU official told the South-North 
Development Monitor (SUNS) that the 
EU has relaxed all its export-restriction-
related provisions while admitting that 
there are some provisions that are still 
being implemented transparently.

In its proposal, the EU said that 
while “the General Council should be the 
forum to address all three components 
in a comprehensive manner, the third 
component on intellectual property is 
in the remit of the Council for TRIPS. 
For this reason, the EU is presenting the 
specific elements related to intellectual 

EU proposal seeks to derail TRIPS 
waiver discussions at WTO?
An EU proposal in the WTO on boosting supply of COVID-19 vaccines 
and treatments has been branded as being “disingenuous” and aimed 
at diverting focus from the TRIPS waiver talks.

by D. Ravi Kanth

property to the Council for TRIPS.”
The three components form part of 

the “trade and health initiative” advocated 
by the Ottawa Group, whose 13 members 
include the EU. This initiative has already 
been discussed at the WTO General 
Council in March and May, and seems to 
have failed to secure support during those 
meetings, said people familiar with the 
discussions.

The EU maintained in its proposal that 
necessary incentives and rewards enabled 
research and development in the rapid 
production of vaccines, underscoring the 
“value of intellectual property, in terms 
of the necessary incentives and rewards 
to research and innovation.” It said that 
intellectual property “should also play an 
important role in enabling equitable access 
to COVID-19 vaccines and therapeutics.”

In less than a year, “the global 
production of COVID-19 vaccines has 
gone from 0 to 2 billion doses produced 
by end of May 2021” and is likely to cross 
10 billion doses by the end of this year, the 
EU said.

Up until now, however, there has been 
neither equitable sharing of vaccines nor 
any attempt to share technology except in 
a few cases that are shrouded in “opaque” 
contractual legalese, said a person who 
asked not to be quoted.

“Absolutely pointless” clarifications

Along with the three aspects of the 
“trade and health initiative”, the EU has 
introduced, in its proposal, clarifications 
on the provisions on compulsory licensing 
in the TRIPS Agreement.

The EU said that “the 2001 Doha 
Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement and 
Public Health clarifies the links between 
the TRIPS Agreement, its flexibilities 
and public health,” adding that the Doha 
Declaration “affirms that the TRIPS 
Agreement does not and should not 
prevent Members from taking measures 
to protect public health.”

Clarifying the TRIPS Agreement 
flexibilities, the EU said that all WTO 
members should be ready to agree on 
three elements: (a) the pandemic is a 
circumstance of national emergency 
and therefore the requirement to 
negotiate with the patent holder before 
a compulsory licence is issued may be 
waived; (b) to support manufacturers 
ready to produce vaccines or therapeutics 
at affordable prices, especially for low- and 
middle-income countries, on the basis of 
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a compulsory licence, the remuneration 
for patent holders should reflect such 
affordable prices; and (c) in the context of 
the Article 31bis mechanism with respect 
to compulsory licences for exporting, the 
exporting member may provide in one 
single notification a list of all countries to 
which vaccines and therapeutics are to be 
supplied directly or through the COVAX 
facility.

Commenting on these clarifications 
provided by the EU in its proposal, 
analysts said that “Article 31(b) of TRIPS 
already exempts countries from seeking 
prior negotiation with patent holders 
when using compulsory licensing in 
situations of national emergency, or other 
circumstances of extreme urgency or in 
cases of public non-commercial use.”

And this exemption, according to the 
analysts, “is also applicable to the Article 
31bis mechanism as compulsory licences 
under that mechanism are generally to be 
issued as per Article 31 of TRIPS.”

Regarding the pandemic qualifying 
as a “national emergency”, there is little 
doubt as Paragraph 5(c) of the Doha 
Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement 
and Public Health already clarifies that 
“Each Member has the right to determine 
what constitutes a national emergency or 
other circumstances of extreme urgency, 
it being understood that public health 
crises, including those relating to HIV/
AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria and other 
epidemics, can represent a national 
emergency or other circumstances of 
extreme urgency.”

The EU’s proposal, according to 
analysts, “implies that an authoritative 
interpretation by the WTO is required 
but this is not the case as it is up to each 
country to decide what constitutes a 
national emergency.”

As regards payment to the patent 
holder, the TRIPS Agreement already 
provides countries full freedom to set 
the level of “adequate remuneration” 
to be paid to a patent holder under a 
compulsory licence, said the analysts.

Further, what the EU has proposed as 
its novel interpretation in its proposal is 
already allowed by Article 31bis.

Consequently, the analysts argued that 
“the proposals in the EU communication 
are absolutely pointless.”

In any event, “the co-sponsors of the 
TRIPS waiver proposal have argued in 

detail … that the compulsory licensing 
mechanisms in Article 31 and Article 
31bis are wholly inadequate to address the 
supply challenges of the global pandemic,” 
the analysts said.

In short, they said, the EU 
communication lacks credibility as it 
appears to be “an attempt to derail the will 
of more than 100 countries” supporting a 
TRIPS waiver.

“The EU has basically turned Big 
Pharma’s talking points into a confusing 
proposal that contradicts itself and 
ignores the shortcomings of existing 
regulations, including in its own territory 
where compulsory licences alone would 
not be enough to achieve the stated goals 
of the proposal,” said an analyst who 
preferred not to be identified.

That the EU is determined to 
undermine text-based negotiations on 
the TRIPS waiver proposal is well known, 
even before it submitted its own proposal, 
said an analyst, who added that Brussels’ 
proposal further fails to “recognize that 
intellectual property concerns in relation 
to COVID-19 health technologies go 
beyond patents.”

The South African TRIPS negotiator 
Mustaqeem De Gama has explained 
several times in the TRIPS Council 
meetings as to why the waiver proposal 
goes beyond patents to include copyrights, 
industrial designs and protection of 
undisclosed information.

“Delay tactics”

In a statement issued on 7 June, the 
international humanitarian organization 
Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF) 
“denounced the European Union and 
other countries including the UK, 
Switzerland and Norway for employing 
delay tactics instead of agreeing to start 
formal negotiations on this critical waiver 
at a time when COVID-19 has already 
killed more than 3.5 million people across 
the globe and there are stark inequities in 
access to COVID-19 medical tools.”

“One month ago, the US signaled 
its support for the waiver in a 
groundbreaking move. On 4 June, the EU 
published a counter-proposal focusing 
on ‘compulsory licensing’, which brings 
nothing significantly new to the table and 
instead is merely a maneuver to stall the 
waiver negotiation process,” MSF said in 

its statement.
“If adopted, the waiver would provide 

countries with a critical policy space to 
address intellectual property (IP) barriers 
to increase collaboration in research and 
development, manufacturing, scale-up, 
and supply of COVID-19 medicines, 
vaccines and other health technologies. 
Waiving monopolies would help level the 
playing field in this pandemic and ensure 
access to critically important COVID-19 
medical tools for everyone who needs 
them, regardless of where they live,” MSF 
said.

Dimitri Eynikel, EU Policy Advisor 
for MSF’s Access Campaign, called the 
EU proposal “disingenuous” and said it 
“endangers public health globally,” adding 
that in “this raging pandemic, countries 
need to have all options at their disposal to 
encourage the manufacturing of COVID-
19 medical tools across the world. The EU 
and other nations opposing this waiver 
need to stop blocking other countries’ 
efforts to protect their populations in a 
public health emergency.”

Ahead of the circulation of the EU 
proposal at the WTO, the bloc’s senior 
officials had held a press conference to 
highlight the central elements of the 
proposal.

Faced with a volley of questions on the 
credibility of the proposal and whether 
it is aimed at sabotaging the waiver 
discussions, a senior EU official said they 
are engaged in the waiver discussions, 
arguing that their proposal is aimed at 
finding a rapid solution.

Another EU official claimed that 
the proponents of the waiver have failed 
to offer evidence as to how intellectual 
property rights constitute a barrier to the 
development of vaccines.

Asked why the EU has remained 
silent on intellectual property issues, 
the official said countries cannot force 
pharmaceutical companies to transfer 
their technology, given the complexities 
of the new technologies for producing 
vaccines.

From the tone and tenor of the 
responses from the EU officials, it appears 
that their goal is to shift the focus from 
the waiver to their proposal and muddy 
the negotiations without any outcome on 
this vital issue, said people familiar with 
the EU’s intentions. (SUNS9361)
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GENEVA: Major developed countries 
and some developing countries at 
the WTO have strongly supported a 
controversial formulation in the latest 
draft consolidated chair’s text on fisheries 
subsidies that allegedly provides reverse 
special and differential treatment to 
the big subsidizers for continuing with 
harmful subsidies, said people familiar 
with the development.

At an informal heads-of-delegation 
(HoD) meeting held virtually on 2 
June, the chair of the fisheries subsidies 
negotiations, Ambassador Santiago Wills 
from Colombia, sought members’ views 
on Article 5.1.1 in his draft consolidated 
text.

Article 5.1 of the chair’s text states 
that “no Member shall grant or maintain 
subsidies to fishing or fishing related 
activities that contribute to overcapacity 
or overfishing. For the purpose of this 
paragraph, subsidies that contribute to 
overcapacity or overfishing include: (a) 
subsidies to construction, acquisition, 
modernization, renovation or upgrading 
of vessels; (b) subsidies to the purchase 
of machines and equipment for vessels 
(including fishing gear and engine, 
fish-processing machinery, fish-finding 
technology, refrigerators, or machinery 
for sorting or cleaning fish); (c) subsidies 
to the purchase/costs of fuel, ice, or bait; 
(d) subsidies to costs of personnel, social 
charges, or insurance; (e) income support 
of vessels or operators or the workers they 
employ; (f) price support of fish caught; 
(g) subsidies to at-sea support; and (h) 
subsidies covering operating losses of 
vessels or fishing-related activities.”

Yet, in the very next paragraph 
in Article 5.1.1, the chair proposed, 
on the grounds of “sustainability-
related flexibility”, that “a subsidy is 
not inconsistent with Article 5.1 if the 
subsidizing Member demonstrates that 

Developed countries support 
harmful fisheries subsidies at WTO
WTO negotiations on crafting disciplines governing fisheries subsidies 
are mired in differences over a proposed provision seen as allowing 
for the continuation of subsidies that contribute to overfishing.

by D. Ravi Kanth

measures are implemented to maintain 
the stock or stocks in the relevant fishery 
or fisheries at a biologically sustainable 
level”.

At the 2 June meeting, the major 
subsidizers – the European Union, the 
United States, Japan, Canada and Norway, 
as well as South Korea and Chinese Taipei 
among others – endorsed the chair’s 
formulation of Article 5.1.1.

These countries, which are attempting 
to severely undermine special and 
differential treatment for developing 
countries in the fisheries subsidies 
negotiations, showed their willingness to 
themselves avail of special and differential 
treatment for their subsidies which have 
led to the depletion of global fish stocks 
in the past decades, said people who are 
participating in the negotiations.

According to developing countries, 
Article 5.1.1 has turned out to be an 
“eyesore” in the proposed fisheries 
subsidies agreement that the WTO 
Director-General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala 
wants to conclude at an informal trade 
ministerial meeting on 15 July.

Moreover, Article 5.1.1 strikes at 
the very heart of the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
14.6, which calls on WTO members 
to “prohibit certain forms of fisheries 
subsidies which contribute to overcapacity 
and overfishing, eliminate subsidies that 
contribute to IUU [illegal, unreported 
and unregulated] fishing and refrain 
from introducing new such subsidies, 
recognizing that appropriate and effective 
special and differential treatment for 
developing and least-developed countries 
should be an integral part of the WTO 
fisheries subsidies negotiation”.

Many developing and least-developed 
countries, including India, Indonesia, 
South Africa, the African, Caribbean 
and Pacific (ACP) Group and the African 
Group, have consistently opposed Article 
5.1.1 on grounds that it provides reverse 
special and differential treatment to the 
major subsidizers engaged in industrial-
scale fishing, said people familiar with the 
development.

Diverging views

Ahead of the meeting on 2 June, 
the chair had sent an e-mail to heads of 
delegation on 31 May in which he proposed 
discussions on “the sustainability-related 
flexibility in Article 5.1.1.”

Wills said that “while some Members 
see the current text of Article 5.1 (a hybrid 
approach) as a compromise formulation 
between different approaches, views 
still diverge on the operation of this 
provision.”

In particular, he said, some view 
the “sustainability-related flexibility” in 
Article 5.1.1 as being “too lenient”, and 
others consider it “too restrictive”.

Wills asked the HoDs what specific 
changes they are seeking to the current 
draft of Article 5.1.1 that “would maintain 
the effectiveness of the subsidy prohibition 
in Article 5.1, while making it accessible 
to all Members regardless of their fisheries 
management system or fish stocks”.

In his opening remarks at the meeting 
on 2 June, the chair defended Article 
5.1.1, saying that it is not meant to be 
an exception and that it is part of the 
prohibition. He said Article 5.1.1 does not 
allow a lenient approach to the harmful 
subsidies listed in Article 5.1, adding that it 
is subject to transparency and notification 
requirements.

He acknowledged that the current 
text is not perfect, suggesting that all the 

According to 
developing countries, 
Article  5.1.1 has 
turned out to be 
an "eyesore" in the 
proposed fisheries 
subsidies agreement.



8   

Third World ECONOMICS  No. 724, 1-15 June 2021C u r r E N t  r E p O r t S  I  WtO

proposals are on the table.
The US said it supported the chair’s 

“hybrid approach” and called for removing 
the brackets (which indicate lack of 
consensus) in Article 5.1 that lists all 
subsidies that contribute to overcapacity 
or overfishing, said people who took part 
in the meeting.

In a similar vein but with varying 
degrees of nuanced comments, Japan, 
the EU, Norway and other developed 
countries supported the chair’s 
formulation in Article 5.1.1. But some 
developed countries like Iceland raised 
specific concerns about the provision.

China, which has emerged as the 
biggest subsidizer, said that the whole 
of Article 5 must be viewed holistically, 
with Article 5.1 and Article 5.1.1 being 
“the overarching articles that set the 
foundation of the OCOF [overcapacity 
and overfishing] discipline and serve to 
bind all provisions in this article to our 
mandate.” It called for applying Article 
5.1 with Article 5.1.1 horizontally and 
equally to all sea areas.

China, which is opposed to the chair’s 
formulations in Articles 5.2 and 5.3 about 
subsidies granted to vessels that are 
engaged in high seas, said they “are not 
only apparently unwarranted but also 
discriminatory, which we are not in a 
position to live with.”

China said the WTO “must recognize 
the significant differences of fishery 
management systems among members 
based on different resource situation, stock 
levels, fishing methods and development 
levels, etc,” adding that “a one-size-fits-all 
high standard for the fishery management 
is neither necessary nor feasible, and the 
biologically sustainable level should be 
determined by the coastal members.”

Indonesia, which has a large marine 
zone with millions of artisanal and 
resource-poor fishermen, said that 
“fishery management is a precondition for 
extending SDT [special and differential 
treatment] to developing countries.”

“Hence, to bring fishery management 
as the main discipline is clearly giving 
a reverse SDT to the big subsidizers,” 
Indonesia argued.

Indonesian Ambassador to the WTO 
Syamsul Bahri Siregar pointedly asked: “If 
all WTO members could maintain, and 
even increase, their level of subsidy based 
on this Article 5.1.1, what will be our 
contribution to the current overcapacity 
and overfishing?”

He said some members suggested that 

developing and least-developed countries 
could utilize this provision to increase 
their subsidies, “but if we are increasing 
our pollution, what really is the benefit of 
this discipline?” 

Saying that “there is no international 
standard for sustainable level in the 
fisheries”, he sought to know “how then 
a panel concludes that a subsidy is against 
the discipline. And even if they can, what 
is the WTO panel’s competence to look at 
fishery management beyond the issue of 
international trade?”

“Those three issues concerning Article 
5.1.1 are pertinent to our delegation if 
we are committed to fighting against 
current overcapacity and overfishing,” the 
Indonesian envoy said.

Responding to the chair’s specific 
question in his e-mail, Indonesia said 
“ideally, Indonesia wants Article 5.1.1 to 
be removed entirely so that the prohibition 
under Article 5.1 is stronger.”

Indonesia said that “this article is a 
form of special and differential treatment 
for developed countries.”

Loophole

South Africa, which has consistently 
opposed Article 5.1.1, said “we do not see 
it as accessible to us, actually we see this as 
reverse SDT for the biggest subsidizers.”

“In our view,” South African 
Ambassador Xolelwa Mlumbi-Peter said, 
“it provides a loophole to circumvent the 
prohibition in Article 5.1 and reduces the 
effectiveness of the disciplines.”

The biggest contributor to overcapacity 
and overfishing are “subsidies, hence 
these negotiations,” she said. The 
“management measures implemented by 
WTO Members have not been sufficient 
thus far and we are not convinced that 
they will be effective going forward”.

On the issue of how a subsidizing 
member can demonstrate that measures 
are implemented to maintain stocks 
in the relevant fishery or fisheries at a 
“biologically sustainable level”, Mlumbi-
Peter noted the chair’s explanation 
that “Article 8 on notification and 
transparency contains a specific link to 
the flexibility in Article 5.1.1 and that 
substantive clarification concerning the 
demonstration requirement might not 
be appropriate for the text itself, and is 
better dealt with by the Committee or 
other body charged with overseeing the 
implementation of the disciplines.” She 
however expressed doubts as to whether 

the chair’s assurance “gives sufficient 
comfort on demonstration and whether 
this will not create legal uncertainties 
going forward.”

She also sought to know whether the 
geographical scope of the flexibility in 
Article 5.1.1 is intended to be restricted 
to a subsidizing member’s exclusive 
economic zone (EEZ).

She said that the proposed Article 
5.3 is a prohibition for subsidies in 
areas beyond a subsidizing member’s 
jurisdiction and outside the competence of 
a relevant regional fisheries management 
organization/arrangement (RFMO/A).

She said South Africa had indicated 
that flexibility with the hybrid approach 
is subject to: “(1) appropriate and 
effective [SDT] under 5.5; (2) flexibility 
in relation to 5.1.1 being limited to what 
you expressed in your [the chair’s] 12 
February note, which will ensure that 
the flexibility will apply to subsidies to 
fishing within the EEZ of the subsidizing 
Member and relevant RFMO.”

She said if members have to live with 
Article 5.1.1, then its application would 
have to be limited to a member’s EEZ.

She said that for South Africa, “the 
answer is not in making 5.1.1 more 
accessible to all Members regardless of 
their fisheries management system or 
fish stocks but in reducing the spillover 
impact on us that will be the target of the 
big subsidizers who are proponents of 
5.1.1.”

She said that if Article 5.1.1 is not 
confined to the subsidizing member’s 
EEZ, “it will lead to imbalances; it has no 
conditionalities compared to Article 5.5.”

In short, she said, Article 5.1.1 “favours 
those members that have well developed 
fisheries sectors and are huge subsidizers 
and it will maintain the status quo.”

In a hard-hitting statement, India’s 
Ambassador Brajendra Navnit raised 
several critical issues with the chair’s 
text, arguing that the “polluter pays” 
principle as well as that of common 
but differentiated responsibilities in 
the climate change agreement must be 
applicable to Article 5.1.1.

He said that despite repeatedly asking 
for clarifications from the proponents of 
Article 5.1.1 during the past eight months, 
India has not received any answers, 
while the same countries continue to 
ask repeatedly the same questions in the 
TRIPS waiver discussions in the TRIPS 
Council even after being provided all the 
answers.
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Raising several questions, Navnit said 
the moot question is “who is responsible 
for this situation of depleting the 
oceanic resources,” suggesting that the 
big subsidizers had constructed large-
scale industrial fleets to enhance their 
capacities for overfishing. He said that 
the advanced countries had provided $26 
billion as subsidies in the OCOF pillar, 
while the poorest countries provided only 
around $3.6 billion.

He said India is disappointed with the 
current text as it continues to perpetuate 
asymmetries in the proposed fisheries 
subsidies agreement, somewhat akin 
to what the developed countries did 
in the Uruguay Round Agreement on 
Agriculture.

He pointed out that Article 5.1.1 
would be tantamount to market access for 
the big subsidizers, arguing that it should 
be restricted to the EEZ and should not 
be extended to the high seas.

Bangladesh said, given the reality 
that “members are at different levels 
with regard to the fisheries management 
system,” that “subsidization has a clear link 
with the members’ level of development.”

“With that understanding,” said 
Bangladesh, “it would be an unjustified 
attempt to make one provision, or one 
type of test mechanism, as it is in the 
current Article 5.1.1, accessible to all 
members.”

Further, Article 5.1.1 would pose 
risks of abuse of such lenient flexibility 

by its unintended users. “Also, it is not 
reasonable as, undeniably, subsidization 
and its resultant effect on the fish stock 
damage has historical context for which 
not all members are equally responsible,” 
Bangladesh said.

In short, the discussions on Article 
5.1.1 revealed once again that the WTO 
works for the big subsidizers which 
have contributed to overcapacity and 
overfishing, said people who asked not to 
be identified. The discussions also showed 
that the proposed fisheries subsidies 
agreement is diametrically opposed to 
the principles enshrined in SDG 14.6, the 
people said. (SUNS9359)

Putting the Third World First
A Life of Speaking Out for the Global South

Martin Khor in conversation with Tom Kruse

To buy the book, visit https://
twn.my/title2/books/Putting%20
the%20TW%20first.htm or email 
twn@twnetwork.org

Martin Khor was one of the 
foremost advocates of a more 
equitable international order, 
ardently championing the 
cause of the developing world 
through activism and analysis. 
In this expansive, wide-ranging 
conversation with Tom Kruse 
– his final interview before his 
passing in 2020 – he looks back 
on a lifetime of commitment 
to advancing the interests of 
the world’s poorer nations and 
peoples.

Khor recalls his early days working 
with the Consumers Association 
of Penang – a consumer rights 
organization with a difference 
– and reflects on how he then 
helped build up the Third World 
Network to become a leading 

international NGO and voice of the 
Global South. Along the way, he 
shares his thoughts on a gamut of 
subjects from colonialism to the 
world trade system, and recounts 
his involvement in some of the 
major international civil society 
campaigns over the years.

From fighting industrial pollution 
in a remote Malaysian fishing 
village to addressing government 
leaders at United Nations 
conferences, this is Khor’s account 
– told in his inimitably witty and 
down-to-earth style – of a life well 
lived.

Martin Khor (1951-2020) was the 
Chairman (2019-20) and Director 
(1990-2009) of the Third World 
Network.

https://twn.my/title2/books/Putting the TW first.htm 
https://twn.my/title2/books/Putting the TW first.htm 
https://twn.my/title2/books/Putting the TW first.htm 
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GENEVA: The United States Senate on 8 
June approved a comprehensive industrial 
policy bill worth $250 billion for boosting 
government spending on technology 
and research and development amidst 
Washington’s continued escalation of 
its trade and tech war with China and 
other countries, exposing its seemingly 
hypocritical positions against state-led 
industrial policies and enterprises.

After threatening developing 
countries for the past several decades not 
to enter the realm of setting industrial 
policies and curbing governments’ 
intervention in the industrial sector 
through the rules set out in the World 
Trade Organization’s Agreement on 
Subsidies and Countervailing Measures, 
the US is now embarking on its own 
state-led industrial policies, said several 
analysts.

The bill, passed by the Senate with 
overwhelming bipartisan support, 
is known as the US Innovation and 
Competition Act, and now has to 
be approved by the US House of 
Representatives.

It seeks to create a new industrial 
policy ecosystem through $52 billion of 
subsidies for the semiconductor sector, 
artificial intelligence (AI) technology, bio-
research and development programmes, 
and various other programmes that seem 
to replicate the alleged industrial policies 
instituted by China, which Washington 
repeatedly berated at the recent G7 trade 
ministerial meeting.

The US Innovation and Competition 
Act also contains a new miscellaneous 
tariff bill that would eliminate tariffs 
on imported products needed for 
manufacturing that are not readily 
available in the US.

It calls for using domestically produced 
“iron, steel, manufactured products and 
construction materials used in federally 

funded infrastructure projects.”
The bill would also codify the “Made 

in America” Office that Biden created 
earlier this year by executive order.

It seeks to overhaul US government 
support for science by expanding the 
government’s role in technological 
research, including through much-
scaled-up funds for the National Science 
Foundation.

Further, “it would authorize about 
$190 billion in spending to strengthen US 
advanced technologies to better compete 
globally,” according to a report in the Wall 
Street Journal (WSJ) on 9 June.

The bill now authorizes an additional 
$10 billion for the US Commerce 
Department to designate regional 
technological hubs for research, 
development and manufacturing of 
key technologies, according to the WSJ 
report.

Another controversial aspect of the 
bill is that it would ban downloads of the 
Chinese-owned social media app TikTok 
on all government phones.

“We are in a competition to win the 
21st century, and the starting gun has 
gone off,” US President Joe Biden said, 
after the Senate approved the legislation. 
“As other countries continue to invest in 
their own research and development, we 
cannot risk falling behind.”

The Senate Majority Leader Chuck 
Schumer, who led the campaign for 
passing the bill, said that it would pave 
the way to halting the gradual decline of 
the US as the world’s leader in scientific 
research and innovation. “When all is said 
and done, the bill will go down as one of 
the most important things this chamber 
has done in a very long time, a statement 
of faith in America’s ability to seize the 
opportunities of the 21st century.”

In an interview with the New York 
Times (NYT), Schumer disagreed with 

New US industrial policy bill risks 
creating uneven playing field
Having long inveighed against non-market-oriented policies, the 
US is now itself gearing up to channel vast amounts of government 
spending towards industrial research and technologies.

by D. Ravi Kanth

the perception that the bill amounted to 
“industrial policy”, suggesting that “this 
means we’re going to invest in quantum 
computing or AI or bio-medical research, 
or storage, and then let the private sector 
take the knowledge and create jobs.”

He also said in the interview that 
“these are areas of dominance that we 
need research in, and these are the areas 
of potential industrial growth, great job 
growth.”

The Republican Senator Marco Rubio, 
according to a report in the NYT on 9 June, 
said that “this type of targeted investment 
in a critical industry was unthinkable just a 
couple of years ago, but the need for smart 
industrial policy is widely accepted.”

Another Republican Senator John 
Cornyn, according to the NYT report, said 
the subsidies to the semiconductor sector 
had become a necessity. “For everything 
from national security to economic 
policy, there is a clear and urgent need to 
re-orient the way our country views and 
responds to the challenge from China,” he 
said.

Double standards

In many ways, the US Innovation and 
Competition Act appears to have replicated 
China’s “Made in China 2025” programme, 
which funnels huge government spending 
into technologies where the country is 
seeking to be independent of outside 
suppliers, according to the NYT report.

Speaking to this writer in 2019, 
former South African trade minister Rob 
Davies said that the trade and tech war 
between the US and China will “continue 
for a considerable period of time as it will 
decide the ‘hegemon’ to lead the fourth 
industrial revolution.” “Issues concerning 
technologies will morph into national 
security issues,” he said.

“Our view is we don’t want to back 
one master against the other, we want to 
see balanced, inclusive and developmental 
outcomes,” Davies said.

“When proposals on any of these 
issues [in e-commerce] come out, the 
developing countries need to look at 
them with a long-term perspective and 
they must remain careful,” he cautioned. 
“Otherwise, the developing countries will 
pay a huge price.”

The Senate bill, coming close on the 
heels of the G7 trade ministers’ meeting, 
has exposed the US’ apparently hypocritical 
positions and double standards.
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For example, the bill appears to go 
against what the US and the six other 
trade ministers of the G7 developed 
countries said on 28 May on “market-
distorting policies and practices.” In their 
communique, the G7 ministers said that 
they would “reaffirm our commitment to 
open markets and a global trading system 
that should not be undermined by unfair 
trade.”

It has become moot whether the 
$250 billion US programme containing 
subsidies will result in fair or unfair 
trade.

The G7 trade ministers said they 
“remain concerned by the increased use of 
non-market policies and practices”, which 
“distort competition and reduce fairness 
and trust in the system”. “Fundamentally, 
we note that they are a threat to the 
integrity and sustainability of the rules-
based multilateral trading system.” 

Now that the US has itself embarked 
on such “non-market policies and 
practices”, does it not pose a grave “threat 
to the integrity and sustainability of the 
rules-based multilateral trading system”, 
asked analysts who preferred not to be 
identified.

The G7 trade ministers said that 
market-distorting practices “create 
unfair competitive conditions, hindering 
the development and use of innovative 
technologies and undermining the proper 
functioning of international trade.”

“Of particular concern are harmful 
industrial subsidies, including those that 

lead to severe excess capacity, a lack of 
transparency regarding the state’s role 
in the economy and the role of state 
enterprises in unfair subsidization, 
and forced technology transfer,” they 
maintained.

With the unveiling of the US 
Innovation and Competition Act, it is a 
moot question whether other industrial 
countries are prepared to expose the 
apparent inconsistencies and double 
standards of the bill at the WTO, said 
analysts.

Industrial policy for
developing countries

Now that the world’s largest economy 
has chosen to resort to state-led industrial 
policy, the developing countries must take 
the cue and follow these policies for their 
industrial development.

According to a paper published in 
April by the United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD 
Research Paper No. 65), in order to 
recover better with sustainable growth, 
developing countries need to revisit 
their industrial policies to provide a level 
playing field to their small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs).

The UNCTAD paper said that “the 
profits of big tech firms and financial 
giants have multiplied manifolds during 
the pandemic, while scores of SMEs have 
been forced out of business.”

It said that “while massive financial 

subsidies are being rolled out in the North 
to sustain its businesses, developing 
countries, who cannot afford comparable 
bailouts, will need to revive strategic 
trade and industrial policies to manage 
the stresses resulting from the pandemic 
and its aftermath.”

The paper warned that “COVID-19 
may reshape existing global value chains.” 
It stated that the announced desire of the 
European Union to achieve “strategic 
autonomy” is indicative of a wider move 
to forge new supply relations in the North 
to strengthen local resilience.

Given the benefits from automation 
and digitalization accruing to developed 
countries, “in this uncertain landscape, 
developing countries will need to re-
engineer their existing production 
and distribution systems to strengthen 
local resilience and their own ‘strategic 
autonomy’,” the paper highlighted.

“This will be ever more challenging if 
the recovery from the crisis in developing 
countries diverges from that in advanced 
countries,” it warned.

In short, the US decision to escalate 
its trade and tech war with China 
poses a great threat to the multilateral 
trading system while undermining the 
WTO rulebook. Washington’s state-
led industrial schemes and measures 
appear to create an uneven and rigged 
playing field for countries which lack the 
resources that the US can deploy through 
its public funds. (SUNS9363)
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GENEVA: The crisis-induced global 
shortfall in jobs is projected to stand at 
75 million in 2021 and at 23 million in 
2022, with the corresponding shortfall 
in working hours in 2021 amounting to 
3.5%, or equivalent to 100 million full-
time jobs, according to the International 
Labour Organization (ILO).

In its World Employment and Social 
Outlook: Trends 2021 report released on 
2 June, the ILO said the slower-than-
anticipated progress of vaccination 
campaigns, coupled with a resurgence 
of the pandemic in early 2021, explains 
its downward revision of the recovery of 
working-hour losses by 0.5 percentage 
points since the seventh edition of the 
ILO Monitor issued in late January 2021. 
The new projection suggests that an 
additional 10 million full-time equivalent 
jobs will remain lost in 2021, giving a total 
of 100 million lost jobs, compared with 90 
million prior to the revision.

The ILO said a process of globally 
uneven economic recovery can be 
expected to begin from the second half 
of 2021 onwards, driven by progress in 
vaccination and large-scale fiscal spending. 
“These positive effects will mostly remain 
limited in their geographical scope 
without concerted international policy 
action on both vaccine distribution and 
fiscal support, including debt relief,” it 
said.

Globally, the recovery is projected to 
result in the net creation of 100 million 
jobs in 2021 and an additional 80 
million jobs in 2022. However, projected 
employment in 2021 will still fall short of 
its pre-crisis level.

The ILO said the projected employment 
growth will be too weak to provide 
sufficient employment opportunities for 
those who became inactive or unemployed 
during the pandemic and for younger 
cohorts entering the labour market, who 
have suffered significant disruptions to 

their education and training. As a result, 
many previously inactive workers will 
enter the labour force but will not be able 
to find employment.

“This is expected to cause a 
sustained and pronounced increase in 
unemployment: from 187 million in 2019 
to 220 million in 2020, 220 million in 
2021 and 205 million in 2022.”

Prior to the COVID-19 crisis, the 
projected unemployment rate of 5.7% 
in 2022 was last seen in 2013, said the 
ILO. In contrast to the situation during 
that year, unemployment is projected to 
be high in countries at all income levels 
in 2022, with middle-income countries 
being the most affected, it added.

“Recovery from COVID-19 is not 
just a health issue. The serious damage 
to economies and societies needs to 
be overcome too. Without a deliberate 
effort to accelerate the creation of decent 
jobs, and support the most vulnerable 
members of society and the recovery of 
the hardest-hit economic sectors, the 
lingering effects of the pandemic could 
be with us for years in the form of lost 
human and economic potential and 
higher poverty and inequality,” said ILO 
Director-General Guy Ryder.

“We need a comprehensive and 
coordinated strategy, based on human-
centred policies, and backed by action and 
funding. There can be no real recovery 
without a recovery of decent jobs,” he 
added.

Loss of working hours

According to the ILO report, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has caused 
unparalleled disruption worldwide 
through its devastating impact on public 
health, employment and livelihoods. 
Governments and workers’ and employers’ 
organizations everywhere have taken 
immediate measures to tackle the crisis, 

Crisis-induced “jobs gap” to reach 
75 million in 2021, says ILO
A report by the International Labour Organization documents the 
drastic drop in employment and employment income brought about 
by the COVID-19 crisis.

by Kanaga Raja

preserve jobs and protect incomes, though 
these measures have differed in scope and 
generosity.

The report said while such measures 
have been crucial in mitigating the 
crisis, all countries have suffered a sharp 
deterioration in employment and national 
income, which has aggravated existing 
inequalities and risks inflicting longer-
term “scarring” effects on workers and 
enterprises.

In 2020, the world lost an estimated 
8.8% of the total number of hours worked 
owing to the pandemic, which severely 
affected almost all countries, said the 
ILO.

By way of comparison, between 2008 
and 2009, when the global economic 
crisis was at its peak, the number of hours 
worked actually increased globally (by 
0.2%), as workers, particularly the self-
employed, tried to make up for income 
losses. Only in high-income countries was 
there a decrease in hours worked.

The global shortfall in working hours 
amounts to 4.8% in the first quarter of 
2021, and 4.4% in the second quarter, 
corresponding to the full-time equivalent 
of 140 million and 127 million jobs, 
respectively.

The ILO said amidst resurging case 
numbers and workplace closures, the 
Americas and Europe and Central Asia 
are particularly plagued by continued 
working-hour losses, estimated at more 
than 8% in the first and more than 6% in 
the second quarter of 2021.

In 2020, when the direct labour 
market effects of the pandemic were at 
their height, the decline in hours worked 
corresponded to the equivalent of around 
255 million full-time jobs being lost at the 
global level, assuming a 48-hour working 
week.

The ILO said that around half of the 
working-hour loss in 2020 (corresponding 
to 144 million jobs) materialized as an 
actual reduction in employment.

Between 2019 and 2020, global 
unemployment increased by 33 million, 
while an additional 44 million people 
became part of the potential labour force 
– those individuals who are outside the 
labour market but are either willing to 
work or looking for a job.

In contrast, global unemployment 
increased by 22 million between 2008 and 
2009, while the potential labour force rose 
by only 6 million over that same period.

The ILO said the present crisis is 
unique not only in sheer scale, but also 
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in its effect on labour force participation. 
The labour force participation rate stood 
at 58.7% globally in 2020 after a year-on-
year decline of 2.2 percentage points. This 
drop is more than 10 times greater than 
the drop in the labour force participation 
rate between 2008 and 2009.

The pandemic has accelerated a 
long-term trend of decreasing labour 
force participation at the global level, 
said the ILO. “The drop in labour force 
participation in 2020 alone is roughly 
equal to the aggregate decline observed 
over the entire decade leading to 2019.”

This mirrors the trends in the 
evolution of working hours, pointing 
to the risk of a “lost decade” in terms of 
labour market progress if the recovery 
from the crisis is delayed, said the ILO.

Overall, labour under-utilization 
increased massively, adding to the 
estimated 471 million people worldwide 
who were already experiencing some 
form of labour under-utilization in 2019.

Hardest-hit groups

According to the ILO report, the crisis 
has severely disrupted labour markets 
around the world, but its impact has 
not been uniform. “While considerable 
differences emerge across regions, in 
general, the groups hit the hardest within 
countries have been women, young 
people and informal workers, who have 
experienced the sharpest deterioration in 
labour market indicators.” They started 
from an already unfavourable position in 
the labour market before the pandemic. 
As a result, the crisis is exacerbating long-
lasting inequalities, said the ILO.

It added that the crisis has had 
devastating consequences for both men 
and women, but women have been 
affected disproportionately. Women’s 
employment declined by 5% as a result of 
the crisis, compared with 3.9% for men. 
Additionally, among those who lost their 
employment, almost nine in 10 women 
have become inactive, compared with 
seven in 10 men.

The report also found that even before 
the pandemic, unemployment rates were 
significantly higher for young workers 
(those aged between 15 and 24 years) than 
for adult workers (those aged 25 years 
and above). Moreover, young people who 
were employed were more likely to be in 
less stable working arrangements.

As a result of the crisis, young 
workers incurred an employment decline 

that was almost 2.5 times greater than 
that experienced by adults, said the 
ILO. “Young workers who lost their job 
have been more likely than their adult 
counterparts to become inactive, which 
further impairs their labour market 
prospects,” it added. In fact, though 
the number of young unemployed has 
remained essentially unchanged between 
2019 and 2020 worldwide, this is only 
because many young people without a job 
stopped looking for one or have delayed 
their entry into the labour market.

The ILO also said the deterioration 
of employment outcomes has resulted in 
a sharp fall in labour income around the 
world.

In particular, global labour income – 
referring to any income related to formal 
or informal employment undertaken for 
pay or profit, but without considering 
any government transfers or benefits – 
decreased by 8.3% in 2020, relative to a 
no-pandemic scenario without working-
hour losses. This corresponds to a loss of 
$3.7 trillion (using 2019 market exchange 
rates), or 4.4% of global gross domestic 
product (GDP) in 2019.

The labour income loss is estimated 
to stand at 5.3% – equal to $1.3 trillion – 
in the first two quarters of 2021.

According to the ILO, the estimated 
number of employed individuals in 
extreme poverty – that is, earning less 
than $1.90 per day in purchasing power 
parity (PPP) terms – increased by 31 
million worldwide between 2019 and 
2020, bringing the extreme working 
poverty rate to 7.8% (up from 6.6% in 
2019).

Over the same period, the number of 
workers who are considered moderately 
poor – that is, those earning between 
$1.90 and $3.20 per day in PPP terms – 
increased by around 77 million, resulting 
in a moderate working poverty rate of 
14.2% (up from 11.3% in 2019).

Reflecting a sharp deterioration in 
working conditions, these trends have 
reversed the progress made in reducing 
poverty, with the current extreme working 
poverty rate resembling that of 2015, said 
the ILO.

The increase in working poverty is 
due to both a reduction in working hours 
and a fall in earnings, it noted.

Labour outlook in aftermath of 
COVID-19

According to the report, although a 

process of economic and labour market 
recovery is expected to begin in 2021, 
it will be uneven globally and almost 
certainly insufficient to close the gaps 
opened up by the crisis.

It said the economic recovery hinges 
on the availability of vaccines, the 
extent of any future workplace closures 
and physical distancing measures, and 
monetary and fiscal policy.

“Vaccination campaigns and 
improved health and safety will allow 
more workplaces to open and will 
stimulate the consumption of goods 
and services, with positive effects on job 
creation and income recovery.” Yet, said 
the ILO, there has been a stark imbalance 
in countries’ ability to access vaccines, 
which has been heavily skewed towards 
high-income countries.

In addition, fiscal and monetary 
policies aimed at increasing investment 
and spending are essential. “Unfortunately, 
many countries, especially low- and 
middle-income ones, are burdened with 
high public deficits and debt, limiting 
their ability to undertake the necessary 
policy efforts. Concerted international 
policy action is therefore key to the global 
labour market recovery,” said the ILO.

The depth of the crisis has left 
enterprises and workers “scarred”, 
making a recovery more difficult, the ILO 
said. Unemployment, underemployment, 
inactivity and the rise in poverty have 
disrupted the work trajectories of 
millions of workers, possibly resulting 
in long-term scarring effects on workers, 
which can persist even as macroeconomic 
conditions improve. Enterprises face 
related challenges, with some having 
accumulated debts and others even 
having gone bankrupt.

This reduces the scope for investment 
and makes it difficult to restore the lost 
jobs. In addition, new behaviours adopted 
during the pandemic will negatively affect 
workers and firms in certain sectors and 
may persist afterwards to some extent. For 
example, the increase in online purchases 
has disrupted the wholesale and retail 
sector, while the increase in tele-work 
arrangements could lead to a decrease in 
business travel.

“The labour market recovery is 
expected to occur against the backdrop 
of a strong but incomplete recovery of 
economic growth,” said the ILO report.

In January 2021, world GDP growth 
was projected to be 4.7% in 2021 and 3.4% 
in 2022, following a collapse of growth in 
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2020 to -4.3%, which is 6.8 percentage 
points below the growth rate that had 
been expected before the crisis.

Projected growth is highest in middle-
income countries (around 6% in 2021 and 
5% in 2022), while output in low-income 
countries is expected to grow by 2.8% 
and 4.0%, respectively. The massive fiscal 
stimulus package adopted in January 
by the United States has led to a strong 
upward revision in expected GDP growth 
for that country, which increases the 
expected average growth of high-income 
countries to 5.2% and 3.0% in 2021 and 
2022, respectively.

In sum, the global labour market 
recovery will almost certainly be 
insufficient to close the gaps opened up 
by the crisis, said the ILO.

It said that by 2022, the ratio of 
the total weekly hours worked to the 
population aged between 15 and 64 years, 
the employment-to-population ratio and 
the labour force participation rate are all 
projected to fall well short of their levels 
in 2019, even when allowance is made for 
long-term trends in these indicators.

The deficit in jobs caused by the crisis 
is projected to stand at 23 million in 2022, 
with unemployment surpassing its 2019 
level by 18 million.

Globally, total working hours are 
expected to fall short by 3.5% in 2021 
and by 0.9% in 2022, relative to the 
no-pandemic scenario. The full-time 

equivalent (FTE) of those working-hour 
losses hence declines from 255 million 
jobs in 2020 to 100 million jobs in 2021 
and to 26 million jobs in 2022.

In absolute terms, the global ratio 
of total weekly hours worked to the 
population aged 15-64 is projected to rise 
to 26.1 hours per week in 2021 and to 26.7 
hours per week in 2022, following the low 
point of 24.7 hours per week in 2020.

Consequently, a substantial loss in 
paid work activities is expected to persist 
in 2022, said the ILO.

Under the pessimistic scenario, the 
remaining gap in working hours in 2022 
relative to the no-pandemic scenario 
may be as much as 2.7%, the ILO said. In 
that scenario, only half of the working-
hour losses experienced in 2020 will be 
recovered in 2021, and the same recovery 
will also be limited in 2022.

In the optimistic scenario, global 
working-hour losses could be recovered 
by 2022. This would require the absence 
of pandemic-related restrictions thanks 
to successful vaccination campaigns, 
coupled with strong policy support and 
vibrant job creation by enterprises. This 
optimistic scenario would result in total 
working hours overshooting in high-
income countries, meaning that they 
would exceed the expected level of the 
no-pandemic scenario.

According to the report, low-income 
countries are projected to face the largest 

working-hour losses – with respect to the 
no-pandemic scenario – in 2022, at 1.4%, 
whereas such losses are projected to fall 
to 0.3% in high-income countries.

Following the loss of 114 million 
jobs in 2020, employment is projected 
to increase by 100 million in 2021 and a 
further 80 million in 2022. This means that 
total employment in 2022 would surpass 
its 2019 level by 66 million. However, the 
catch-up in employment growth would 
still be insufficient to match the growth 
of the working-age population between 
2019 and 2022, said the ILO. As a result, 
the pandemic-induced shortfall in jobs 
would still amount to 75 million in 2021 
and 23 million in 2022.

Unemployment, which accounted for 
only a small part of total working-hour 
losses in 2020, is projected to become 
the principal component of the crisis-
induced jobs gap by the end of 2022, 
said the ILO. As the overall economic 
situation starts to improve and pandemic-
related restrictions are lifted, large 
numbers of people who were previously 
inactive in the labour market will enter 
the labour force again. However, owing 
to the lack of sufficient jobs, the global 
unemployment headcount will remain 
elevated throughout 2021 and 2022 – at 
220 million and 205 million unemployed, 
respectively. (SUNS9359)

GENEVA: Some 160 million children were 
in child labour globally at the beginning 
of 2020, with millions more at risk due to 
the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) and the United Nations Children’s 

Fund (UNICEF) have said.
In a joint report, the ILO and UNICEF 

said that progress to end child labour 
has stalled for the first time in 20 years, 
reversing the previous downward trend 
that saw child labour fall by 94 million 

Child labour rises to 160 million 
worldwide, say ILO/UNICEF
The prevalence of child labour globally is unacceptably high and at 
risk of rising further as a result of the COVID-19 crisis, according to a 
new report.

by Kanaga Raja

between 2000 and 2016.
The COVID-19 crisis threatens to 

further erode global progress against child 
labour unless urgent mitigation measures 
are taken, they said.

New analysis suggests a further 8.9 
million children will be in child labour by 
the end of 2022 as a result of rising poverty 
driven by the pandemic, said the report, 
which was released on 10 June, ahead of 
World Day Against Child Labour on 12 
June.

“The new estimates are a wake-up 
call. We cannot stand by while a new 
generation of children is put at risk,” said 
ILO Director-General Guy Ryder.

“Inclusive social protection allows 
families to keep their children in school 
even in the face of economic hardship. 
Increased investment in rural development 
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and decent work in agriculture is essential. 
We are at a pivotal moment and much 
depends on how we respond,” he added.

“This is a time for renewed 
commitment and energy, to turn the 
corner and break the cycle of poverty and 
child labour,” said Ryder.

“We are losing ground in the fight 
against child labour, and the last year 
has not made that fight any easier,” said 
UNICEF Executive Director Henrietta 
Fore. “Now, well into a second year 
of global lockdowns, school closures, 
economic disruptions, and shrinking 
national budgets, families are forced to 
make heart-breaking choices.” 

“We urge governments and 
international development banks to 
prioritize investments in programmes that 
can get children out of the workforce and 
back into school, and in social protection 
programmes that can help families avoid 
making this choice in the first place,” said 
Fore.

Current trends on child labour

According to the ILO/UNICEF 
report, child labour remains unacceptably 
common in the world today. At the 
start of 2020, prior to the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 160 million 
children – 63 million girls and 97 million 
boys – were in child labour, or 1 in 10 
children worldwide.

The report said that 79 million 
children – nearly half of all those in child 
labour – were in hazardous work directly 
endangering their health, safety and 
moral development. 

Child labour prevalence stands at 
24% in sub-Saharan Africa, three times 
that of Northern Africa and Western 
Asia, the region with the second highest 
prevalence. In absolute terms, the nearly 
87 million children in child labour in sub-
Saharan Africa are more than in the rest 
of the world combined, said the report.

Recent history provides cause for 
concern, it said, adding that in the last 
four years, for the first time since 2000, the 
world did not make progress in reducing 
child labour. The absolute number of 
children in child labour increased by 
over 8 million to 160 million while the 
proportion of children in child labour 
remained unchanged.

Children in hazardous work mirrored 
these patterns: the share remained almost 
unchanged but the number rose by 6.5 

million to 79 million.
The proportion and number of 

children in child labour have declined 
consistently since 2008 in Asia and 
the Pacific and Latin America and the 
Caribbean. However, similar progress 
has proved elusive in sub-Saharan Africa, 
where child labour has actually gone up 
since 2012, a trend especially pronounced 
over the last four years when the region 
accounted for much of the global increase, 
said the report.

At present, the world is not on track to 
eliminate child labour by 2025, said ILO/
UNICEF; in order to meet this target, 
global progress would need to be almost 
18 times faster than the rate observed 
over the past two decades.

According to pre-COVID-19 
projections based on the pace of change 
from 2008 to 2016, close to 140 million 
children will be in child labour in 2025 
without accelerated action.

“The COVID-19 crisis is making 
these scenarios even more worrisome, 
with many more children at risk of being 
pushed into child labour,” said ILO/
UNICEF.

Highlighting some regional trends, 
the report said sub-Saharan Africa has 
succeeded in reducing poverty in recent 
years but levels remain high relative to 
other regions. More than 40% of the 
population in sub-Saharan Africa still 
live in extreme poverty. The region saw 
steady economic growth of over 2% 
annually for all but one of the last five 
years, but given rapid population growth, 
the gross domestic product (GDP) per 
capita actually declined and continues 
to be low relative to other regions of the 
world. In addition, rates of inequality 
remain at persistently high levels in many 
sub-Saharan African countries.

Regions making faster progress in 
reducing child labour have had greater 
success in reducing informal economic 
activity although levels remain high, said 
the report. Many African countries are 
improving the conditions of informal 
workers but the region still lags behind in 
the transition to formality. “Eighty-six per 
cent of African jobs are in the informal 
economy, more than any other region, 
and some of the worst labour practices 
are clustered in the informal economy, 
which is mostly unregulated.”

Despite progress in extending social 
protection, coverage still falls short in all 
regions in terms of universality and the 

adequacy of benefits, said the report.
A number of African countries have 

made notable efforts, with spending on 
social safety nets as a share of income 
equal to the world average. However, the 
region as a whole still has much lower 
coverage than other regions, said ILO/
UNICEF. Only 17% of the population in 
Africa are covered by at least one social 
protection benefit, compared with 66% 
in the Americas, 43% in Asia and the 
Pacific and 83% in Europe and Central 
Asia. Social protection in many cases 
determines whether or not families resort 
to child labour, said the report.

There has been a significant net 
decline in children out of primary school 
in recent years in all regions. Yet the gap 
in education exclusion rates between 
sub-Saharan Africa and other regions 
remains large. “Although public spending 
on education in sub-Saharan Africa as 
a share of GDP has trended upwards in 
recent years, it remains well below the 
world average.”

Population growth patterns also 
influence child labour trends, with stark 
differences among regions, said ILO/
UNICEF.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, 
a drop in the number of children in child 
labour by 6 million from 2008 to 2020 
occurred as the population aged 5 to 17 
fell by 4.8 million. Over the same period, 
Asia and the Pacific saw the number of 
children in child labour decline by 64.9 
million as the population aged 5 to 17 
increased by 12.8 million. By contrast, 
in sub-Saharan Africa, the child labour 
population grew by 21.5 million from 
2008 to 2020, while the total population 
aged 5 to 17 rose by 104.8 million.

Multiple points of crisis contribute to 
high levels of child labour in sub-Saharan 
Africa, said ILO/UNICEF. The region 
has the majority of fragile and conflict-
affected countries – at least one quarter 
of all countries were fragile or in conflict 
in every year from 2015 to 2020. Further, 
the region is home to 39% of the world’s 
refugees, asylum seekers, returnees, 
stateless persons and internally displaced 
persons, a higher share than any other 
region. The global HIV/AIDS pandemic 
also continues to exact a disproportionate 
toll on sub-Saharan Africa, which has the 
largest number of people living with HIV 
and accounts for 59% of new infections. 
In addition, the region’s limited resilience 
to climate change puts livelihoods at risk 



16   

Third World ECONOMICS  No. 724, 1-15 June 2021

and undercuts prospects for moving out 
of poverty.

Child labour across ages and 
settings

According to the ILO/UNICEF 
report, the results of the global estimates 
make clear that child labour remains an 
important concern across the spectrum of 
children aged 5 to 17. Of the 160 million 
children in child labour, 89.3 million are 
young children aged 5 to 11, 35.6 million 
are children aged 12 to 14, and 35 million 
are children aged 15 to 17.

Child labour among children aged 12 
to 14 and 15 to 17 continued to fall in both 
absolute and percentage terms over the 
last four years, said the report. By contrast, 
the 2016-20 period saw a worrying rise 
in child labour among young children 
aged 5 to 11. In 2016, there were signs of 
slowing progress among young children. 
Today, the trend line is moving in the 
wrong direction, said the report.

Hazardous work accounted for about 
two-fifths of the total number of additional 
children aged 5 to 11 in child labour 
during the four-year period. “While 
children of all ages must be protected 
from hazardous work, its persistence and 
now growth among younger children is a 
particular concern,” said ILO/UNICEF.

Involvement in child labour is more 
common for boys than girls at all ages. 
For children aged 5 to 17, child labour 
prevalence is nearly one-third higher for 
boys. The gender gap grows with age, and 
boys are roughly twice as likely as girls 
to be in child labour in the 15 to 17 age 
range.

Estimates of child labour by rural or 
urban residence, available for the first 
time in the 2020 global estimates, indicate 
that child labour is much more common 
in rural areas, said the report. There are 
122.7 million rural children in child 
labour compared with 37.3 million urban 
children. The prevalence of child labour 
in rural areas (13.9%) is close to three 
times higher than in urban areas (4.7%).

Most child labour – for boys and girls 
alike – continues to occur in agriculture. 
Seventy percent of all children in child 
labour, 112 million children in total, 
are in agriculture, said the report. Many 
are younger children, underscoring 
agriculture as an entry point to child 

labour. Over three-quarters of all children 
aged 5 to 11 in child labour work in 
agriculture.

The report also found that 72% of 
all child labour and 83% of child labour 
among children aged 5 to 11 occur within 
families, primarily on family farms or in 
family micro-enterprises. More than one 
in four children aged 5 to 11 and nearly 
half of children aged 12 to 14 in family-
based child labour are in work likely to 
harm their health, safety or morals.

A large share of younger children in 
child labour are excluded from school 
despite falling within the age range for 
compulsory education. More than a 
quarter of children aged 5 to 11 and over 
a third of children aged 12 to 14 who are 
in child labour are out of school, said the 
report.

Impact of COVID-19

According to the ILO/UNICEF 
report, the intersection of the COVID-19 
pandemic with child labour globally offers 
substantial cause for concern. In 2020, 
the pandemic increased the number of 
children in income-poor households by 
an estimated 142 million, adding to the 
582 million children already in poverty in 
2019.

Their families have suffered job and 
income losses, seen cuts in remittances 
and experienced a host of other shocks, 
said the report. In such circumstances, it 
added, a large body of evidence affirms 
that families may turn to child labour as a 
coping mechanism.

“School closures during lockdowns 
add to the risks, especially for children 
in vulnerable situations, as they are even 
more likely to work when going to school 
is not a viable option.” When children 
leave school and enter paid employment, 
it can be very difficult for them to resume 
their education, said the report.

According to ILO/UNICEF, growing 
anecdotal evidence sheds light on how the 
COVID-19 crisis is affecting children.

For example, Human Rights Watch 
collected testimonies from 81 children in 
Ghana, Nepal and Uganda who have been 
newly pushed into child labour or endure 
more difficult work circumstances. Some 
indicated that their families no longer had 
sufficient food and they were working to 
get enough to eat.

Children said that their work was 
frequently long and arduous – one-third 
in each country had to work for at least 10 
hours a day, and some described working 
for as many as 16 hours. Those already 
working before the crisis struck said that 
they were working more since the closure 
of schools.

An International Cocoa Initiative 
assessment of 263 communities in Cote 
d’Ivoire found a significant increase in 
child labour in cocoa businesses from 
July to September 2020 compared with 
the same period 12 months earlier.

Data from Ecuador indicated a 
more than one-third rise in child labour 
prevalence since the pandemic began, and 
in Egypt, children are reportedly being 
sent to work in cotton cultivation and 
other agricultural work. Meanwhile, in 
Sao Paulo, Brazil, child labour increased 
by 26% between May and July 2020 in 
households assisted by UNICEF.

ILO/UNICEF said that several 
reports have emphasized school closures 
as driving child labour. In a survey of 
eight West African countries, children 
consistently reported working because 
there was no school. They said that their 
presence at home raised the expectation 
that they should work to help their 
families, which made distance learning 
difficult even when it was available.

Meanwhile, a modelling exercise 
providing further insights into the likely 
near-term impact of COVID-19 on child 
labour predicts 8.9 million more children 
in child labour by the end of 2022. Young 
children aged 5 to 11 account for over 
half (4.9 million) of the total predicted 
additional children in child labour.

The pandemic has clearly heightened 
the risk of child labour, above all through 
a sharp rise in poverty that may increase 
families’ reliance on child labour, and 
through school closures that deny families 
the logical alternative to sending children 
to work, said the report.

To reduce these risks, expanded 
income support measures for families 
in situations of vulnerability, through 
child benefits and other means, will be 
critical, it said. So too will back-to-school 
campaigns and stepped-up remedial 
learning to get children back in the 
classroom and help them make up for 
lost learning once there, when conditions 
permit, said the report. (SUNS9364)
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