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Dear Friends,
 
It is my pleasure to provide you with this ITUC Action Guide on “decent work, decent life for 
domestic workers”. 

Domestic workers are almost always women, often migrants and children. Despite the fact that 
it is one of the oldest and most important occupations for millions of women around the world, 
domestic work is undervalued and in many countries falls outside the scope of labour legislation. 
Too often, domestic workers have no guarantee of a minimum wage or social protection and their 
rights to form and join a trade union and to bargain in a collective way are violated. As a result 
many of them are overworked, underpaid, and cases of maltreatment and abuse, especially of 
live-in and migrant domestic workers, are countless. 
Yet in today’s society, domestic work is vital for the economy outside of the household to 
function. The current levels of growth and welfare would not be the same without the contribution 
of domestic workers. In particular over the last two decades, the demand for domestic work has 
been on the rise everywhere. The massive incorporation of women in the labour force, the ageing 
of societies, the intensification of work and the lack and inadequacy of public policy to facilitate 
the reconciliation of family life and work clearly underpin this trend. 
In the past, several attempts were made at the ILO to improve the conditions of domestic 
workers. First in 1948, a resolution was adopted on their conditions of employment. Then 
in 1965, another resolution calling for normative action in this area was adopted but never 
implemented. In 1970 the first survey ever published on the status of domestic workers 
across the world made its appearance. But it is only this year, in 2010, that negotiations for an 
international standard on decent work for domestic workers were initiated. 
Next June, the negotiations should be finalized and an ILO Convention supplemented by a 
Recommendation adopted. This will be an historical moment, an important step on the road to 
social justice for this often “forgotten” category of workers. Working hard toward the adoption, 
ratification and implementation of a strong international instrument for domestic workers 
represents a unique opportunity to change the lives of these millions of women who are singularly 
in need of our support. 
This ITUC Action Guide aims to provide you with useful information on how trade unions can 
work for and with domestic workers toward the ILC 2011 and beyond. I am particularly thankful 
to the International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and 
Allied Workers Associations (IUF) who has helped us in putting this information together. Their 
experience in organising domestic workers has been and continues to be of great value to the 
international trade union movement. 
Implicitly, this Guide requests you to take action in order to restore domestic workers’ rights 
and dignity. I know you will hear this plea. Time has come for a decent work and decent life for 
domestic workers!

Sharan Burrow 
ITUC General Secretary 3
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Why a new ITUC Guide on Domestic 
Workers?
In June 2011, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) is set 
to adopt an international standard to improve domestic workers’ 
rights and give them a recognised status as workers under labour 
laws. A new ILO Convention would be the culmination of years of 
campaigning by domestic workers’ organisations and trade unions. 
While the ambition of the ITUC and the Global Unions is the adoption 
of a strong Convention supplemented by a Recommendation, 
employers’ organisations and several governments favour a simple 
Recommendation only. 

An ILO Convention is a key means by which to ensure that national 
legislation protects domestic workers – it is our job to press our 
governments, employers’ organisations and unions to give their 
support to a strong and effective ILO Convention in June 2011.

Unions Campaigning for the adoption  
of a Strong ILO Convention in 2011 
Speak with one voice to tell governments and employers’ organisations that trade unions 
demand a strong ILO Convention on decent work for domestic workers in June 2011. Here 
is how:
• �Build alliances between trade unions and domestic workers’ organisations, NGOs, 

religious groups and other supporters in your country;
• Provide trade union space for meetings and campaigning on domestic workers; 
• �Write to, meet with and lobby government officials, members of parliament and 

employers’ bodies NOW – explain them why they must support a strong Convention;
• Work with your trade union to make the campaign for domestic workers effective;
• �Hold union meetings and conferences to publicise the importance of the ILO Convention 

to your country;
• �Create a wave of public support for a Convention well before your country’s delegations 

leave for the ILO Conference in late May 2011;
• �Collect case studies and facts – create stories about domestic workers for newspapers, 

radio and TV. Make sure that domestic workers have a voice – collect interviews or 
organise for them to be interviewed by the media, anonymously if necessary;

• �Educate union members who employ domestic workers about the pay and working 
conditions they should have.
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ITUC Resolution on Gender Equality  
- 2nd World Congress, Vancouver, 2010
Congress instructs the ITUC and regional organisations and structure, working together 
with Global Unions partners and affiliates, to:
• �intensify the Decent Work, Decent Life for Women Campaign aimed at achieving social 

justice and gender equality in the workplace and in trade unions and to continue the drive 
to organise women workers, particularly in EPZs and the informal economy, as well as 
domestic, migrant, rural, young, and other vulnerable workers…

• �fully engage in efforts to enable the adoption of an ILO Convention supplemented 
by a Recommendation for domestic workers, and its subsequent ratification and full 
implementation…

• �… build alliances with civil society on behalf of women trade unionists and with women’s 
organisations in order to achieve common goals.

The adoption of a new ILO Convention on domestic workers would 
mean the recognition of domestic work as ‘work’ worldwide. It would 
also be an international instrument on which to build the revision of 
national legislation and practices so as to ensure that the rights of 
domestic workers are effectively respected. 

The best chance of winning a strong and effective ILO standard is 
if trade unions both in the South and the North campaign together 
and organise domestic workers in their countries. It is a unique 
opportunity to build trade union membership among unprotected, 
informal, mainly women workers. 

The ITUC made a long term commitment to achieving decent work 
for domestic workers by adopting at 2nd World Congress the Action 
Programme for Gender Equality, which calls on unions to continue 
to organise women workers, in particular domestic workers. The 
Congress resolution encourages affiliated organisations to join the 
campaign for the adoption, ratification and implementation of an ILO 
Convention on decent work for domestic workers, supplemented by 
a Recommendation. This Guide will help affiliated organisations put 
that ITUC Congress Action Programme into effect. 
 

Halimah Yacob, Deputy General Secretary of NTUC-

Singapore and Workers’ Spokeperson – ILC 2010-2011
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Unions must mobilise now to win rights and legal 
recognition for domestic workers. Check out Chapter 7 
for the trade union demands regarding legal protection of 
domestic workers, their fundamental rights to join and form 
a union, decent pay and working conditions!

Who is the Guide for?
This Guide can be used by: 
• �Trade unions and activists - men and women - who want to bring 

rights and justice to millions of exploited domestic workers around 
the world;

• �Union organisers who want to make their union stronger by organising 
unprotected domestic workers into union membership;

• �Union officials, union women’s and youth committees, unions’ 
education officers;

• �Domestic workers’ organisations working with trade unions in their 
countries. The campaign for domestic workers’ rights gives trade 
unions and informal workers’ organisations a unique opportunity to 
build partnerships and create a new solidarity;

• �Religious groups and organisations, NGOs, welfare and other groups 
campaigning for domestic workers’ rights. 

How to use the Guide?
The Guide provides background information on domestic work and 
offers tools, practical examples and tips to advocate for domestic 
workers’ rights and to organise them in trade unions. The Guide 
does not cover all aspects of domestic work, but is designed to give 
a taste of the importance of the issue. It is to help you campaign 
and organise in your country in the run up to the International 
Labour Conference. Once new international standards are adopted, 
the Guide could help you make sure the new rights are effectively 
implemented in your country. You can use different sections at 
different times. 

The strength of organising:

“A single stick can easily be 
broken. But when many sticks are 
bound together, they cannot be 
broken. Like the sticks, complaints 
by a single woman will not be 
considered. But if you all together go 
and complain, you will get results.”

SEWA –Self-Employed Women’s 
Association, India

11
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This section gives a background to domestic work in the 21st century 
and the problems faced by workers, many of whom are migrants, 
working in an informal and unprotected way. 

The Rise of Domestic Work
According to the ILO there are 100 million people working in 
domestic services. Although domestic workers have existed for 
centuries, it is only a few decades ago that the demand for domestic 
work has started to increase sharply everywhere. The recent massive 
incorporation of women into the labour force, the ageing of societies, 
the intensification of work and the problems in balancing family life 
and work underpin this trend. Working women and their families 
increasingly rely on domestic workers. The ILO considers that 
domestic workers make up a very large portion of the workforce in 
developing countries, and that their number has steadily increased in 
industrialised countries.

Domestic workers play a vital role in the well-being and the 
economic structure of society. We live in an era where women, who 
make up nearly half the work force worldwide, increasingly pay for 
the domestic services they used to provide for free at home. Yet 
domestic workers, often migrants, suffer routine negligence and 
some of the worst abuses endured by any other category of workers. 

Domestic Work: a growing proportion  
of the labour market
The domestic work sector is especially important in developing countries, where often 
4-10% of total employment is domestic work. In some developed countries more than 
2% of total employment takes place in this sector, e.g.4.4% in Cyprus, 2.3% in France, or 
3.7% in Spain. In some countries of the Global South, estimates for the proportion of the 
work force in this sector can be significantly higher. In South Africa, about 9.4% of the total 
workforce is domestic workers. NGO estimates point to up to 20% of the total workforce in 
India being employed in domestic work. In Kuwait, 21.9% of total employment takes place 
in private households
(Source: LABORSTA, 2005, 2007, 2008 and Devos, 2010).
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Who are domestic workers?
Women and girls make up the overwhelming majority of domestic 
workers worldwide, although in some countries a significant number 
of men and boys are domestic workers. The ILO estimates that more 
girls under the age of 16 work in domestic service than in any other 
category of child labour. 

Many domestic workers are migrants coming from other countries. 
Some have moved within their own country, often from rural to urban 
areas, to take up employment. Many work in their home community. 
But for all, domestic work is one of the very few options available to 
sustain themselves and their families. 

Why women work as domestic workers?
A combination of factors contributes to women entering domestic 
work, either in their own countries or abroad. A major cause is rural 
poverty which has increased in many countries as a result of market 
liberalisation, structural adjustment programmes, devastation of the 
agricultural sector and economic crises. The lack of decent work 
opportunities pushes many women and girls into domestic work. 
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The story of Sanu Danuwar,  
a Nepalese domestic worker 

Sanu Danuwar is the president of the Nepal Independent Domestic 
Workers Union (NIDWU). At the age of just 24, she already has 
17 years experience as a domestic worker “I started working as a 
domestic at the age of seven, in the district of Jhapa, to replace my 
mother after she had to go back to our village to take care of my five 
brothers and sisters when my father died. I received no pay. I was 
working to pay back the money the employer had lent for my father’s 
funeral. It was a very hard job for someone of my age: I had to do 

the cooking, the washing, collect the wood, etc. On top of that, I was often beaten by my 
employer. I ended up running away and going back home.

Shortly after my return, my mother heard about a woman from our village that had married 
someone in Kathmandu and was looking for a domestic worker. She placed me with 
the woman, who I went to work for at the age of nine. I am still with her now. During the 
first few months, I slept in the Guidechen; then I was allowed to share the room with my 
employer’s daughter. I do all the housework and have never received a wage. No pay had 
been agreed on before my departure. On occasions, when I visit my family, my employer 
pays the bus fare. I have only received money on four or five occasions since I’ve been 
working there, sums of between 1,000 to 5,000 rupees (14 to 70 dollars) to buy sandals or 
a few other items. I also occasionally receive clothes that used to belong to my employer’s 
daughter, who is more or less the same age as me. She says that because I receive board 
and lodging, I have no right to anything else. After working for two years in Kathmandu, I 
met up with members of CWISH, a non-governmental organisation. I told them that I would 
like to go to school and they convinced my employer to let me attend informal bridging 
classes. Nine months later, I was able to enrol in the fourth year of primary school. CWISH 
gave me the school materials. I would get up at 5 a.m. and work for an hour, and then I 
would go to school until 10.30 and would then work for my employer until 10 or 11 at night. 
I was able to keep up with my schooling in this way until the end of secondary education.” 
(ITUC Union View on Nepal)
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Most domestic workers come from poor households and have 
generally low levels of education and few marketable skills, other 
than their skills in keeping house and caring for others. However, 
increasingly, we find domestic workers with good levels of education 
(e.g. nurses) who left their country to take up a job abroad well below 
their skill level but with a better remuneration than the ones they 
could get in their home country. In particular, women from Eastern 
Europe often see domestic work as a stepping stone to better jobs in 
the destination country. 

What problems do domestic workers 
face?
There are three primary concerns about domestic work: 
• �the “invisibility” of the work – workers are not being recognised or 

respected; 
• deficits in law enforcement; 
• the organisation of domestic workers.

Everywhere domestic work is undervalued, unrecognised and virtually 
invisible. It is poorly regulated and many domestic workers are 
chronically overworked, underpaid and unprotected. Domestic work 
typically entails the otherwise unpaid labour traditionally performed in 
the household by women. This explains to a large extent the informal 
and undocumented status of many domestic workers.

In the majority of countries, the domestic employment relationship 
is not specifically addressed, making domestic workers vulnerable 
to unequal, unfair and often abusive treatment. Accounts of 
maltreatment and abuse, especially of live-in and migrant domestic 
workers, are countless. In too many cases domestic work is 
performed by children. 

Domestic workers need to be protected by laws like any other wage 
earner. Their terms of employment, working conditions, remuneration, 
and working hours ought to be regulated. Ensuring their access 
to social protection schemes is a major objective for trade unions. 
Furthermore, regulating the live-in relationship is a necessity given the 
level of abuse endured by those particular workers. Other challenges 
are to find ways of granting them occupational safety and health 
protection as well as pregnancy and maternity leave and protection. 18



Particular problems faced by migrant 
domestic workers
Migrant domestic workers are at a heightened risk of exploitation. 

Several cases have been reported of migrants having fallen victim 
to deceptive job offers by recruitment agencies. While they agreed 
to certain working conditions in their home country, upon arrival 
they were coerced to work in different occupations, for inferior 
remuneration and under lower conditions. Some have fallen into 
bonded labour as a result of the transportation and recruitment costs 
incurred in taking up a job abroad. 

In several countries domestic workers’ right to work is tied to a 
specific employer. In practice this implies that the worker is not likely 
to be able to escape a slavery-like situation out of fear of being 
deported. 
Language barriers and their isolation in the community also make 
it much more difficult for migrant domestic workers to seek help in 
cases of abuse.

Domestic workers need legal protection just as any other 
wage earner. They must enjoy their fundamental rights to 
form and join a trade union and to bargain in a collective 
way. This would allow them to benefit from national 
legislation on minimum wage and social protection, 
including access to health care, and maternity, sick and 
pension provisions. 
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Estimates on the number of migrant domestic workers
Women make up approximately half of the estimated 200 million migrant workers 
worldwide and an important part are women and girl domestic workers.
• �Asia is a large source of international migrants working as domestics both within Asia and 

beyond. 
• �Arab countries employ millions of migrant domestic workers. In Saudi Arabia for example, 

there are approximately 1.5 million domestic workers, primarily from Indonesia, the 
Philippines and Sri Lanka. 

• �In Latin America domestic workers make up to 60 per cent of internal and cross-border 
migrants. Women migrants from Mexico and other parts of Latin America make up most 
of the domestic workforce in the US. 

• In France more than 50 per cent of migrant women are employed in domestic work. 
• �In Italy some 600,000 people are registered as domestic workers, the majority are non-EU 

nationals. There are also many who are undocumented, not having a work permit, making 
an estimated total of 1.2 million workers providing domestic services to individuals. 

(Source: WIEGO)

In Middle Eastern countries the mechanisms for filing complaints are 
often inaccessible to domestic workers, trapped in private homes, 
unable to speak the local language, and afraid of deportation. The 
kafala, or sponsorship system, ties a migrant worker to his or her 
specific employer meaning that the worker becomes undocumented 
if the employer terminates the employment contract or if the worker 
leaves the employer (even if there are legitimate reasons to quit, 
such as non-payment of wages or abuse). In addition when cases 
of abuses are brought to the authorities’ attention, legal proceedings 
often drag on for years. Meanwhile the victims have to wait in 
overcrowded shelters, unable to work. Given the lengthy waits, the 
illegal status of the worker and the uncertainty about the verdict, a 
majority of workers withdraw their complaints or do not even start 
filing a case. It is frequent that domestic workers bringing charges 
against their employers end up having to defend themselves against 
counter-allegations of theft, witchcraft or adultery.

20





Mistreatment of migrant workers in Saudi Arabia
In August 2009, the Filipino government organised the repatriation from Saudi Arabia of 
44 Filipino women who had been living in a shelter for months. They were part of a group of 
127 Filipino women, mostly domestic workers, who had fled their workplaces, complaining 
of mistreatment, long working hours, insufficient food, and non payment of wages.
(Source: Human Rights Watch)

Problems faced by child domestic 
workers
Child domestic workers, often sent by their families to better-off 
households, are extremely vulnerable to forms of forced labour and 
abuse. Due to their young age, isolation and separation from their 
family, they are inherently easier to coerce and control and have 
less ability than an adult to object to a given task or situation. They 
are made responsible for a variety of tasks from cleaning, cooking, 
minding the children and livestock to collecting wood and more; 
some of these tasks can be very hazardous for very young children 
or children who are tired and overworked. The families who they are 
sent to may promise they will receive schooling whilst carrying out 
domestic work. But in practice the girls are often trapped in domestic 
work and deprived of an education. Some are trafficked, while others 
are in bonded labour, forced to work to pay off a loan their parents 
have taken. 

In most countries the minimum age for employment is 15 years old. 
Yet it is frequent to find child domestic workers younger, some of 
them starting work as young as six years old. 

“You will 
find a little 
maid in every 
Moroccan 
family. Some 
are not even 
7 years old. 
Domestic 

chores can be very heavy tasks 
for children of that age. But this 
phenomenon doesn’t prick the 
conscience of Moroccan families 
or the government. We’re used to 
it, it’s part of our culture; that’s the 
worst thing,” denounces Majda 
Fahchouch, a teacher, presenter of 
a TV programme for children, and 
the national coordinator of a national 
trade union project to fight against 
child labour and dropping out of 
education 
(Source: ITUC Union View on Morocco) 
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Whilst domestic work is conventionally regarded as beneficial for a 
girl’s development, in reality many suffer from violence at the hands 
of their employers. Child domestic workers are frequently not paid 
for their work. Alongside working long hours for little or no pay, many 
suffer physical and sometimes sexual abuse, are denied their right to 
go to school, are restricted from contact with their family and lack the 
opportunity to make friends. Their conditions of work are frequently 
hazardous involving the use of chemicals such as bleach, and hot 
and dangerous instruments such as irons, often without training or 
protective clothing. 

Sometimes child domestic workers have been trafficked, adding a 
layer of complexity to their situation. There is also growing evidence 
of the links between child domestic work and sexual exploitation. 

Child domestic workers
Most child domestic workers are between 12 and 17 but some are as young as five or six. 
The ILO estimates that domestic service is the single largest source of employment for 
girls under 16 around the world - around 90% of child domestic workers are girls and it 
is estimated that Asia is home to about 60% of child domestic workers with 1.5 million in 
Indonesia, 1 million in the Philippines and 100,000 in Sri Lanka. 
Source: (ILO)

Sexual abuse of child domestic workers
Studies have shown that child domestic workers are commonly called names, humiliated, 
shouted at and insulted; they are often slapped, beaten, pushed and whipped; it is also not 
uncommon for girls to suffer sexual abuse in the home of their employer. 
(Source: Anti- Slavery International)
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When is domestic work modern day 
slavery?

According to Anti-Slavery International, domestic work is particularly 
vulnerable to forms of slavery such as forced labour, trafficking, 
and bonded labour due to the unique and specific circumstances of 
their work inside a private household, combined with a lack of legal 
protection. 

For some domestic workers, the circumstances and conditions of 
their work amount to forced labour: where employers forbid them 
from leaving the home, withhold or do not pay their wages, use 
violence or threats of violence, withhold their passports or identity 
document, limit their ability to have contact with family or deceive 
them about their rights in order to compel them to work. 

According to Moulkheiry Sidiel Moustapha (CGTM-Mauritania), 
president of the CGTM watch committee for migrants, many migrant 
women find themselves at the mercy of the networks who looked 
after them on their arrival and to whom they must repay large sums 
of money. “The committee works in partnership with the other civil 
society groups linked to the issue of trafficking and forced labour 
involving female domestic workers. The union has been running a 
wide scale awareness raising campaign with associations grouping 
migrants from Guinea, Senegal, Mali, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Guinea-
Bissau, Burkina Faso and Togo. Open around the clock, the priority 
of the trade union centre for migrants is to make contact and keep 
the dialogue with these women open. Aside from information and 
awareness raising, the trade union centre for migrants also takes 
cases of abuse against domestic workers or the non-payment of 
wages to the courts.”
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Diplomats at several London embassies accused 
of using migrant domestic workers as “modern-day 
slaves”
Following UK migrant workers organisation, Kalayaan, referring 22 cases of alleged 
trafficking of migrant workers to the UK national referral mechanism, the London Times 
newspaper reported in February 2010 that diplomats at several London embassies were 
found to use migrant domestic workers as “modern-day slaves”, depriving them of food 
and subjecting them to systematic abuse. “The workers claim they were lured to Britain 
with promises of good pay, but have been beaten, sexually abused and forced to sleep in a 
hallway or Guidechen. In the past 12 months, at least nine cases involving diplomats have 
been referred to a government scheme to combat trafficking.” Another four cases involving 
diplomats were referred to the scheme before April 2009 by Kalayaan. Government officials 
concluded that in all but one there were grounds to suspect workers had been trafficked. 

25
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This section looks at ways in which unions can develop a campaign 
to win new rights for domestic workers and build trade union 
organisations. 

Domestic workers want to enjoy their right to be treated fairly, as 
any other worker, and want their skills to be recognised. Domestic 
workers, often ‘hidden’ in private households, need protection, 
respect and recognition for the work they do. There is a unique 
opportunity to campaign for the implementation of new rights for 
domestic workers: the ILO standard setting process has sparked 
worldwide momentum for the cause of decent work for domestic 
workers.
 
Together with international standards, domestic workers need strong 
unions to press for adequate national legislation and minimum 
standards, to negotiate national and sectoral collective agreements, 
and to have a strong organisational base. 

Protecting migrant domestic workers in the UK
As a result of a long campaign by the Transport and General Workers Union in the UK, 
one of the first things the newly elected Labour government did in 1997 was to amend the 
status of migrant domestic workers, who were virtual slaves, and to recognise their rights. 

Unions helping to set national legislation 
and minimum standards
Trade union national centres and their affiliates are in a unique 
position to advocate for new laws and policies. By negotiating 
national legislation and minimum standards, they can win new rights 
for domestic workers. 
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As social partners and as members of tripartite negotiations 
between government, employers and unions, it is possible for 
workers’ organisations to move the agenda forward and change the 
environment in which domestic workers are employed. 

Winning social protection in India
In 2006, the National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS) 
proposed measures to protect the workers in the informal economy through labour 
regulation and social security coverage. As a result, the Indian parliament passed in 2008 
the “Unorganised workers social security bill”. This bill finally recognises domestic work 
as a type of “unorganised employment” and includes the domestic workers in its scope 
of application following a number of advocacy campaigns by organisations of domestic 
workers. 
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Innovative good practice - Belgium 
service cheques system
In Belgium, the government and social partners agreed to 
combat undeclared work including domestic work. They put in 
place a cheque system which the Belgian ACV-CSC Food and 
Services trade union finds innovative:
• �Domestic workers are recruited by a “service cheque 

company” with whom they have a formal written employment 
contract. The company is therefore the employer.

• �If an individual needs help in his or her house, he or she 
contacts the company to hire a domestic worker.

• �When the work is completed, the individual pays the domestic 
worker 1 service cheque per hour worked. The cheques can 
be used to pay for cleaning, window washing, laundry, ironing, 
preparing meals and transporting disabled people.

The system is not available to firms and can only be used by 
individuals or families. 
A major advantage of the system is that it breaks the unilateral 
relationship between the worker and the employer which is 
open to abuse and exploitation. What is even better is that 
both the worker and the employer become visible through the 
system: workers can now be reached and organised by Belgian 
trade unions and the same applies for the service cheque 
companies. Further, the worker gets a decent wage per hour 
including contributions to the social security office through 
which the worker can take paid leave, enjoy maternity leave, 
receive sickness benefits etc. 
This system creates real decent work opportunities for low 
skilled workers, including those of other nationalities who reside 
legally in Belgium and possess a work permit. While the benefits 
of the system are enormous for domestic workers as well as 
the families employing them, the cost for the State budget is 
considerable. This system is indeed heavily subsidised by the 
federal state of Belgium. 
(Source: ACV-CSC Food and Services)

A Belgium Service Cheque  SystemXII
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Korean unions campaign for social protection
The Korean House Managers Cooperative campaigned for social security protection for 
domestic workers (referred to as house managers) in 2009, successfully recruiting more 
members and strengthening the organisation.

South Africa
After the non-racial government came into power in 1994, South Africa’s domestic 
workers won rights under employment legislation, including trade union recognition. “But”, 
says Myrtle Witbooi of the South African Domestic, Service and Allied Workers’ Union 
(SADSAWU), “we are still trying to get respect, still demanding acknowledgement for our 
contribution to the economy.”

Important issues for domestic workers include health and safety 
regulations at the workplace and social protection. Maternity leave 
and benefits as well as sick leave are of particular importance to 
these predominantly young female workers. 
Like for any other worker, legal provisions regarding annual leave, 
hours of work and days off are crucial and can make a big difference 
to the lives of domestic workers.

Even when an influential trade union movement and domestic 
workers’ organisations have won important victories, the challenge 
remains to ensure that the law is enforced and that domestic workers 
are treated with respect by their employers. This requires strong 
union organisations. 
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Using union bargaining and organising 
strength 
Domestic workers’ strength and power to negotiate decent work 
conditions ultimately depend upon their capacity to organise and 
engage in collective action. To overcome obstacles, including legal 
restrictions and isolation in private households, domestic workers 
around the world have taken control of their working lives by 
organising in and with trade unions. Alliances between trade unions 
and domestic worker organisations in Latin America have been 
particularly successful in winning new laws and minimum pay levels.

In Peru domestic workers organised themselves into a powerful 
alliance that eventually won new and wide ranging rights. They are 
now in the process of setting up a union for domestic workers and 
strengthening their leadership capacity. 
In 2003, the same year as in Bolivia, the Peruvian Government 
passed new legislation for domestic workers, the Household Work 
Law No.27986 which is a first step toward the recognition of 
domestic workers’ labour rights.

Uruguay: United Trade Union of Domestic Workers 
(SUTD) - PIT CNT
In 2008 SUTD signed a collective agreement for domestic workers. First, a law was passed, 
adopting an initiative of the Tripartite Commission on Equal Opportunities which gave 
domestic workers the same rights as other employees. Then, in the framework of a tripartite 
approach to collective bargaining, the Wages Council created the Domestic Service Group, 
under which collective agreement was reached between the SUTD and a counterpart to 
the sector (the Housewives’ League, Consumers and Users of Uruguay). The agreement 
stipulates a minimum wage and an adjustment procedure, a special bonus, a seniority 
bonus, severance bonus, overtime, working conditions, clothing and work tools. In addition, 
a clause commits the partners working together to eradicate informality. 
(Source: ITUC – TUCA).
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Trabajadoras del
hogar en lucha por
derechos laborales
Entre enero y febrero, la Secretaría de Trabajo recibió 1,484 casos de
trabajadoras de este sector que alegaban abusos en su contra La Asociación de Trabajadoras del Hogar promueve sus derechos. O. RAMOS.

Nuestros derechos son
secretos muy bien
guardados. Las trabajadoras
del hogar los desconocen.”

VICTORIA GARCÍA
De Asociación de Trabajadoras del Hogar

Si se producen situaciones
en que no se aplica la ley,
queremos recibir las
d e n u n c i a s.”

MAX PUIG
Secretario de Trabajo

1 ,4 8 4
Denuncias
de trabajadoras y traba-
jadores domésticos con-
tra sus empleadores re-
gistró la Secretaría de
Trabajo entre enero y fe-
brero de este año.

Por LERY LAURA PIÑA
Sus sesenta y seis años le enseña-
ron bien el elevado arte de la pa-
ciencia. Sus gestos acumulan for-
mas difíciles de situar entre la
calma y el cansancio. Detrás de su
serena coraza, está la activista so-
cial exigente que lleva más de dos
décadas impulsando una batalla
por hacer cumplir los derechos
laborales de las trabajadoras del
h o g a r.

Victoria García, pregunta cómo
supimos del proyecto en que par-
ticipa la Asociación de Trabaja-
doras del Hogar para dar a cono-
cer los derechos que la ley con-
templa para las integrantes de ese
gremio y las obligaciones de las
familias empleadoras. “Ah, en-
tonces la gente lee los afiches”,
responde, como si le llegara luz
sobre una cuestión muy enigmá-
tica y con una sonrisa que denota
satisfacción.

Se refiere a unos carteles que
forman parte de la campaña que
desarrollan en conjunto con la
Asociación de Mujeres Unidas
del Cibao y el Centro de Solidari-
dad, y que colocaron a principios
de mes en algunos puntos de la
Capital: “Tengo derecho a un tra-
bajo decente que incluya salario
(pago de los 12 meses y regalía
pascual), seguridad social (salud,
pensión, seguro de accidentes la-
borales) y prestaciones laborales
(el pago de vacaciones, pre-aviso
y cesantía)”.

Legalmente, algunos de estos
derechos están establecidos y
otros, como el pago de la cesantía,
todavía están por lograr.

Pese a que el trabajo doméstico
es muy intenso y exhaustivo,
también es poco remunerado y
denigrado, incluso en el ámbito
jurídico, pues los derechos que
asisten a este sector son menos
que los que tienen los trabajado-
res del sector formal.

Contra esta realidad, Victoria
García trae en su cartera su única
armadura: un folleto ilustrado
que hace referencia a los artícu-
los 263 y 264 del Código de Tra-
bajo de República Dominicana,
que contemplan los derechos de
las trabajadoras de su gremio.
Aunque la legislación data de
1992, más de 17 años no han sido
suficientes para que todos los

empleados y empleadores la re-
conozcan y apliquen.

DENUNCIAS. Cada vez hay más
denuncias de violaciones a los
derechos de estas trabajadoras.
Entre enero y febrero de este año,

la Secretaría de Trabajo recibió
1,484 casos de personas que ale-
gaban abusos en su contra. Esta
cantidad en sólo dos meses equi-
vale al 52% de la totalidad de
casos registrados en todo 2008,
cuando la dependencia oficial
registró 2,833 quejas.

En 2007, el departamento sólo
registró 662 casos, de modo que
la relación entre este año y 2008
arroja que la cantidad de denun-
cias se cuadruplicó.

Si una reducida cantidad de de-
nuncias se debe a la falta de cono-
cimiento y no a la aplicación co-
rrecta de las leyes, como conside-
ra  Max Puig,  secretario  de
Trabajo, éstas estadísticas po-
drían reflejar que la gente está
más informada de los derechos
que le asisten.

Pese al aumento de la cantidad
de casos registrados por las auto-
ridades, la Asociación de Traba-
jadoras del Hogar entiende que el
Estado ha sido negligente al no
desarrollar una campaña agresi-
va para que los empleados del
sector informal, específicamente
del hogar, reciban educación so-
bre los capítulos legales que com-
peten a su gremio.

“Una de las cosas que podría
hacer la Secretaría de Trabajo es
publicitar esos derechos y nunca
lo ha hecho”, dice.

La Asociación exige un trato
igualitario al que reciben los tra-
bajadores del sector formal en lo
relacionado a la cesantía y la se-
guridad social.

Max Puig reconoce que la igno-
rancia obstaculiza la aplicación
de los artículos concernientes a
los derechos del obrero y la traba-
jadora domésticos y que el país
debe ampliar esa legislación. “En
primer lugar, hay que hacer valer
los derechos existentes y, en se-
gundo lugar, estimamos que éstos
deben ser extendidos principal-
mente por tratarse de un sector
particularmente desfavorecido”.

En lo relativo al derecho de la
seguridad social, el abogado Cán-

dido Simón Polanco, explica que,
como las familias no son empre-
sas generadoras de riquezas, no
están en la obligación de cotizar
en el Sistema de Seguridad So-
cial. Plantea que, en este caso, el
Estado debería asumir el papel
del empleador ante la Tesorería
de la Seguridad Social.

Con respecto al pago de cesan-
tía, Simón Polanco entiende que
debe ser instaurado a través de
una reforma del Código de Tra-
bajo. También, que el Comité Na-
cional de Salarios debe incluir en
su agenda el establecimiento de
un salario mínimo para las traba-
jadoras del sector.

Entiende que esto podría pro-
vocar que, en la medida en que
sea aplicado el pago de cesantía,
el servicio doméstico pasaría a
ser un lujo que no podría darse la
clase media dominicana.

Como método alternativo, inte-
grantes de la Asociación de Tra-
bajadoras del Hogar recurren a
un programa que desarrolla la
Asociación Mutual de Servicios
Solidarios (AMUSSOL), a través
del cual la entidad asume el papel
de empleador con fines de cum-
plir requerimientos formales y
los afiliados aportan los fondos
correspondientes a su rol y al de
los empleadores.

Ante esta posibilidad y, en con-
secuencia, la de la reducción del
campo de empleo para las traba-
jadoras de hogar, Victoria García
expresa que “la familia que no
puede pagar un salario digno de-
be repartirse las responsabilida-
des de la casa”.



Organising Domestic Workers in Peru: a success story
Marcolina de los Milagros Infante Ramirez, IPROFOTH, describes how Peruvian domestic 
workers changed the law.

“The Household Work Law passed in 2003 took many years of struggle, a lot of 
demonstrations, travelling around the country to win visibility for this work and gain support, 
and so on. At the time, many women who demanded their rights were dismissed by their 
employers. We worked as a network of household workers’ organisations in ten regions. 
We visited night schools where household workers might be. We published articles to raise 
public awareness. We lobbied the Ministry for Women and the Ministry for Social Affairs for 
support; they said they had no budget, but they gave us resources such as places to hold 
our conferences. Eventually we got the new law, and we are very proud of our achievement. 
It lays down that household workers have the right to a contract with their employer; this 
does not have to be written but can be verbal. 
The contract must include:
• �wage levels; provision of food and sleeping quarters are not considered as part of the 

wage;
• proof of payment or work done so that the household worker later has proof of
• employment;
• maximum working hours of 8 hours per day;
• �weekly free day of 24 hours on Sunday plus public holidays; additional pay if longer hours 

are worked;
• 15 days leave per year on at least half-pay
• bonus for Christmas and Independence Day on 28 July.

The Government now sets a minimum wage, recognises the right of household workers 
to register for social security, join a pension plan, and pursue further education. We have 
started working with employment agencies so that they know about these rights, and 
respect them.
We are just starting to build a trade union. At night we go to the homes where household 
workers are working and invite them along; or we go out on the streets early in the morning 
when they are out buying bread. The union is very new and was only officially registered 
in October 2006. At first the Ministry said, ‘Why do you want a union, when you are not 
organised in a workplace?’ but we had to be strong and kept pushing them. 
Source: ITUC - Spotlight - interview with Marcolina de los Milagros Infante Ramirez
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The fact that domestic workers have no natural employer counterpart 
for collective negotiations is often cited as the reason for exclusion 
both from labour law and from trade unions. But the negotiating 
counterpart can be a local authority, government or government 
department. Some domestic workers’ unions and national centres 
have gone the route of finding or creating an employer bargaining 
counterpart, and successfully concluded collective agreements. 
In France in 1999 the trade unions negotiated the first collective 
bargaining agreement with the Federation of Individual Family 
Employers (FEPEM), representing some two million employers. This 
is renegotiated every year and includes wages, hours, leave, training, 
and maternity on which the same safeguards provided for workers 
in other private sectors were extended to cover domestic workers, 
particularly in relation to the ban on the termination of employment 
contracts during pregnancy. The collective agreement applies to both 
full and part time workers. 

Italy has a comprehensive collective agreement covering domestic 
workers which unions and employers re-negotiate every four 
years, with wage levels being revised every year. The agreement is 
recognised by the Ministry of Labour.
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Joint Labour Committee for Domestic Workers
In December 2004, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions asked the Minister for Labour Affairs 
to set up a Joint Labour Committee (JLC) for Domestic Workers which would establish the 
minimum rates of pay and working conditions for domestic workers. 

The Irish Industrial Relations Acts provide that Joint Labour Committees may be set up by 
the Labour Court, on application of the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment. The 
establishment of a JLC does not require the prior approval of any employers’ organisation. 
JLCs normally operate in areas where collective bargaining is not well established.
The main areas to be set out in such a JLC for domestic workers or ‘workers in the private 
home’ are:
• Rates of pay
• Calculation of working time (on call and adequate breaks)
• Holidays
• Maximum deduction from wages for room and board
• Minimum facilities (sleeping and living quarters)
• Minimum notice periods

The ICTU asked for special attention to be paid to ensuring enforcement because, in the 
particular case of domestic work, the place of work is also a private home. The ICTU also 
called on the Government to allow work permits to be issued specifically for domestic 
workers. 

They also proposed an amendment to the Employment Permits Bill 2005 to allow for:
• �the refusal of employment permits where the wages or conditions proposed are below 

those set out in employment regulation orders (EROs) and registered employment 
agreements (ERAs):

• �the preparation and establishment of (Statutory) Codes of Practice/Conduct.
Such an amendment would bring existing statutory employment rights into the context of 
the private home. 
(Source: ICTU/ETUC) 
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Challenge of controlling migrant workers’ abuses 
According to Human Rights Watch, Sri Lankan domestic workers face serious abuses, 
including violence, harassment and exploitation when they migrate to work in the Middle 
East. “Governments in the Middle East expose Sri Lankan domestic workers to abuse by 
refusing to guarantee a weekly rest day, limits to the workday, freedom of movement and 
other rights that most workers take for granted. For its part, the Sri Lankan government 
welcomes the money these women send home, but does little to protect them from 
exploitative bosses or labour agents.”

Joint actions by unions in countries of origin and destination of 
migrant domestic workers can and do play an important role. 
Informing workers willing to migrate about their rights in the 
destination country and providing them with the contact details of a 
union there have proved to be very efficient practices. In particular, 
the opening of help centres, shelters or information desks in receiving 
countries have prevented the worst forms of exploitation and abuses 
from taking place. In some cases, recruitment agencies were put 
under a stricter control by the union, forcing them to change their 
unscrupulous practices.

As the number of migrant domestic workers increases, it becomes 
more important that unions in sending and receiving countries work 
together.
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Recruitment agencies make big money out of domestic 
workers:
All over South Asia, recruitment agencies encourage people to go and work abroad with 
the promise of a new life. Some of these agencies have been accused of charging the 
candidates to migrate before sending them abroad to jobs that do not exist. Often migrants 
have to pay exorbitant fees in addition to their transportation costs which result in the non-
payment of wages or salary deductions for lengthy periods of time. The Global Unions call 
for the regulation of recruitment agencies in line with ILO Convention No 181 on Private 
Employment Agencies 

Make sure your government votes in favour of a 
Convention on decent work for domestic workers, 
supplemented by a Recommendation at the next 
International Labour Conference in June 2011
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Taking Action
4





This section sets out the steps in developing a campaign to win new 
rights for domestic workers. It further looks at how building alliances 
between trade unions and civil society organisations helps achieve 
common goals.

The ITUC in cooperation with IUF and the International Domestic 
Workers’ Network (IDWN) are committed to building alliances 
between trade unions and civil society organisations to advance 
domestic workers’ rights. 

Building alliances
Domestic workers’ organisations and associations have devoted 
years of dedication and struggle to win legal recognition and 
respect for their work. They have been campaigning for years to 
end exploitation and abuses. The prospect of a new ILO standard 
on domestic work is a tribute to their hard work, as well as to trade 
unions’ support and campaigns. Trade unions need to further work 
with domestic workers’ NGOs to build solidarity and capitalise on the 
different strengths of each organisation. 

At the international level the Global Union IUF has spear-headed 
a relationship with the International Domestic Workers’ Network 
(IDWN), a network of domestic workers’ organisations and unions 
affiliated to national centres. The IDWN provides support to domestic 
workers, plays an important advocacy role at the regional and 
global level and has largely contributed to making domestic workers 
more visible. The network assists in the organisation of domestic 
workers’ unions, functions as a channel to exchange information and 
organises mutual support and solidarity to advance common political 
aims at all levels. 

National centres and unions can do much to build and support 
powerful alliances between unions, domestic workers, religious 
groups and other organisations. 
When unions and organisations campaign together, the chances are 
higher for domestic workers to get the protection and recognition 
they need.
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Building Alliances in the South and the North
In Latin America, South Africa and Hong Kong there is a long tradition of domestic workers’ 
organisations working together with trade unions, often becoming member-unions of the 
national centres themselves. In Europe, links between organisations and groups of migrant 
domestic workers with trade unions have been instrumental in enabling migrant workers to 
press their case to governments and institutions where trade unions have influence. Trade 
unions can help advocate new national rights, provide funding and training for migrant 
worker groups, and run translation services for the workers. Practical support might include 
provision of office space, copying or printing facilities, or computer skills. 

Organising with love - lessons from the New York 
Domestic Workers Bill of Rights Campaign
Domestic workers and the Domestic Workers Union formed the New York Domestic 
Workers Justice Coalition. Its Bill of Rights campaign brought together domestic workers’ 
organisations from seven different communities and language groups to maximise their 
power as a workforce. In September 2010 New York State Governor David Paterson signed 
into law a “bill of rights” for domestic workers who have been excluded from the nation’s fair 
labour standards law, providing the 270,000 domestic workers in NY with more rights and 
protection than anywhere else in the US. Domestic workers in New York will finally enjoy 
the rights that other workers have enjoyed for decades. New York may be leading the way 
but the California Domestic Workers Bill of Rights (CDWBR) is the next American campaign 
target. 
Source: Domestic Workers United (DWU) 
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ITUC Resolution on migrant workers 
….5. Congress deplores the widespread abuse and exploitation of migrant workers by 
employers and by agents and intermediaries and the failure of governments to act
adequately to protect them. Migrant workers, particularly those in irregular status,
are not only more often unemployed than local workers, they are more often employed 
in precarious, temporary jobs, undeclared by employers, with lower wages and less 
social protection and often in the informal economy. Such exploitation undercuts existing 
rights, terms and conditions for all workers, resulting in social and community divisions 
and underlining the need for irregular workers to benefit from equal protection of labour 
legislation. Problems are more severe in sectors with a low trade union presence, such as 
domestic work, which requires particular attention.

Campaigning to change policy  
and practice
Trade unions have a long experience in fighting for better laws and 
policies. But looking at law enforcement is particularly important in 
the case of domestic workers given the invisibility of their work. 

Several trade unions in Europe and in the Americas are defending the 
rights of undocumented workers. The employment and exploitation 
of thousands of undocumented migrant workers is a growing 
phenomenon worldwide. Undocumented workers are particularly 
vulnerable to abuses and their fundamental rights are often violated. 
They often work under less favourable conditions than local workers. 
Unions have a crucial role to play to ensure equal treatment is applied 
to both local and undocumented migrants. At the international level, 
the Global Unions cooperate with the Platform for International 
Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants (PICUM) to develop policy 
recommendations on undocumented migrants. 
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MigrAr is a German trade union advice centre for migrants without 
a secure right of stay. It is supported by the public sector union Ver.
di, along with other civil society organisations. The centre provides 
undocumented workers with legal advice, fills court cases on behalf 
of workers who have overstayed their visa and brings them into union 
organisation.

MigrAr advice centre: leaflet for undocumented workers
The MigrAr publishes a leaflet in 6 languages which is widely distributed amongst migrant 
workers. It says:
You‘re entitled to rights - even if you‘re undocumented!
Low pay or no wages at all? You can sue your boss!
Work accident or on sick leave? You‘re entitled to receive health care and sickness benefits.
No annual leave? Take legal action for your statutory right.
A 14-hour workday and just 8 hours wages? Sue your boss for outstanding pay.
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Cgt
Cfdt

Solidaires
Fsu

Unsa
Ligue des droits de l’homme

Cimade
Resf

Femmes Egalité
Autremonde

Droits devant !!

Solidarité avec les 
travailleurs-euses « sans-

papiers » en grève.
Il faut une circulaire de régularisation !

Dans le prolongement du mouvement engagé le 15 avril 2008, 3000 travailleurs-
euses  sans  papiers  du  nettoyage,  de  la  sécurité,  de  la  restauration,  de  la 
construction, de l'intérim… sont en grève depuis le 12 octobre 2009 sur leur lieu de 
travail  ou  sur  leur  secteur  d'activité  (siège  de  fédération  patronale  ou  grande 
entreprise), pour gagner leur régularisation administrative et l'amélioration de leurs 
conditions de travail.

Ces travailleurs-euses sont nombreux et indispensables dans certains secteurs de 
notre  économie  (bâtiment,  travaux  publics,  nettoyage,  sécurité,  restauration, 
intérim, aide à la personne, agro-alimentaire, confection…).
La plupart paient des impôts, cotisent (retraites, maladie, chômage...). 
Ils  ne  prennent  le  travail  de  personne  et  bien  souvent  l’exercent  dans  des 
conditions particulièrement pénibles, parce que sans droit.

La CGT, la CFDT, L’Union syndicale Solidaires, la FSU, l’UNSA, la Ligue des Droits de 
l’Homme,  la  Cimade,  le  Réseau  Education  Sans  Frontières,  Femmes  Egalité, 
Autremonde et Droits Devant se sont adressés par courrier au Premier ministre, le 
1er octobre 2009, pour demander une circulaire ministérielle afin de permettre la 
régularisation de tous ces salarié(e)s ! 

Je soutiens cette demande des organisations syndicales et des 
associations.

Nom Prénom Coordonnées Signature



Planning Union campaigns – scoping  
the issues step by step
Campaigns should be seen as an important first step to unionisation. 
Experience shows that by being involved in a trade union’s campaign, 
domestic workers end up willing to be members of the union. Some 
of them will become future activists and leaders. 
The suggestions below are a step by step guide to planning a 
campaign:

Consult domestic workers and their organisations at an early 
stage
It is important to recognise the specific knowledge of domestic 
workers’ organisations. Early consultation and co-operation will help: 
• develop mutual trust and understanding; 
• �ensure a strong unified campaign and help build alliances in 

practical ways;
• exchange key information on the issues facing workers;
• identify the support domestic workers need and how trade unions 
can assist.

Plan joint trade union/ domestic workers activities
Joint activities will build trust and friendship and help make a strong 
campaign. Examples of joint activities might include:
• �co-hosting events and meetings on workers’ rights and trade 

unions;
• �holding welfare advice sessions;
• �providing translation assistance;
• �inviting domestic workers to speak at trade union events and rallies;
• �launching story-telling, singing or other cultural competitions;
• �developing informal social activities for trade unions and domestic 

workers to get to know each other and build mutual understanding.
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Build trade union support for domestic workers
In order to campaign successfully for new rights, it is crucial to build 
support for domestic workers among trade union members, activists 
and leaders. Many union members may not be aware of the terrible 
pay and working conditions of many domestic workers. They may 
not realise that domestic workers are usually excluded from the 
protection of national employment legislation. Vital support from 
union members can be encouraged through:
• �raising awareness at all levels (including in decision making 

structures, committees, delegations, regional bodies, workplace 
branches etc..) by providing well documented information; 

• �advocating domestic workers’ rights at union conferences and 
meetings, 

• �inviting domestic workers to speak at union meetings;
• �pressing for policy commitments, resource allocation and joint work 

with domestic worker organisations;
• �providing stories and news about domestic workers for union 

publications and websites;
• �winning formal political support for policy proposals and/or 

campaign action plans from the decision making body in the union.

Get to know the situation of domestic workers 
To take effective action, organisations first need to know what the 
problem is, where domestics workers work and what they want. 
This can be challenging because domestic workers are spread out 
in individual houses. They are difficult to contact, do not have a lot of 
time to meet with other workers and are often exposed to threats or 
pressure from their employer. 
• �Public statistics and reports may help ascertain the number of 

domestic workers but as many are undocumented, other methods 
may be needed;

• �members of unions and domestic workers’ organisations can play a 
role in ‘mapping’ the number of workers through their own sources 
of information 

• �information on pay and place of work can be gathered by domestic 
workers’ organisations, NGOs or religious groups 

• �trade unions can help provide a framework to carry out a mapping 
exercise, offer analysis and help with the organisation of logistics 
and transport. 
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Map the legal rights of domestic workers in your country
An inventory of the legal rights of domestic workers in your country 
will help identify campaign priorities. This can be done by carrying out 
a survey or lining up a series of interviews among domestic workers. 
Make an evaluation of the enforcement of legal provisions and identify 
the gaps between law and practice. 
In order to assess the existence of rights for domestic workers in the 
legislation of your country, the following questions can be asked:
• �are domestic workers covered by employment legislation?
• �are domestic workers entitled to a written contract of employment?
• �do domestic workers have the right to join or form a trade union?
• �is there a minimum wage in force for domestic workers?
• �are hours of work regulated by law?
• �is there a right to paid annual leave, weekly days off and overtime 

compensation?
• �do they have access to national social protection schemes?
• �are domestic workers entitled to maternity protection and leave?
• �are domestic workers covered by health and safety legislation?
• �is there effective enforcement to stop child domestic work and to 

ensure children attend school?
• �do domestic workers have access to complaint procedures, the 

labour courts and effective remedies when their rights are violated?

This list will help you pick up your campaign priorities. It is 
recommended to focus first on the issues you have most chance of 
winning. Then you can build on your success through publicity and 
start campaigning on the next target. 
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Niger union survey leads to TV debate
Niger: The Niger Confederation of Labour (CNT) and the Christian Workers Movement 
(MTC) undertook a survey in Niamey and Dosso to investigate the working and living 
conditions of domestic workers. In Niamey, 300 domestic workers agreed to answer the 
survey; in Dosso, 100 workers were found willing to do so. The majority were women 
(74%), with no general education (65%). These surveys clearly indicated that the legislation 
is not properly applied to domestic workers. 
• �Wages: none of the people taking part in the survey were paid the legal minimum. 8% of 

respondents, mostly live-in domestic workers, received nothing at all apart from food and 
housing. Employers considered these as a form of in kind payment, even though they are 
in many cases substandard, according to a majority of the respondents.

• �Domestic workers are only exceptionally declared to the national social security institute 
or “Caisse Nationale de Securite Sociale” (CNSS). In Dosso, a city about 138 km from 
Niamey, none of the domestic workers were registered to the CNSS. The survey also 
revealed that most of the respondents did not know what the CNSS is.

The surveys provided so much material -including very shocking testimonies- that 
both organisations decided to go public with it. In December 2008 and in May 2009, 
representatives of both organisations took part in a TV debate on the plight of domestic 
workers. They also continued to provide legal counselling to domestic workers and 
employers alike, for example on how to register workers to the CNSS. When there are open 
conflicts, they mediate between the parties.
Quoted in Respect, rights and recognition: Domestic work and the ILO standard setting process 2010-2011; World 

Solidarity and ACV-CSC Food and Services, May 2010,
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ITUC Spotlight interview with Diana Holland, Chair ITUC 
Women’s Committee and Assistant General Secretary 
Unite the union

How did your union start approaching these domestic women 
workers? It must have been hard, as they work in private 
homes…
In fact, they approached me. They invited me to one of their 
meetings. They explained their situation and then stuck a 
microphone in my hand and asked me what I could do about it! We 
started with the organisation that these migrant domestic workers 
already had and worked out how it could cooperate with the 

unions. We had to adapt our working methods as a union; for instance, we have a group of 
collectors of union fees, since many of these women cannot get bank accounts.

To begin with, the priority was to campaign with these migrant domestic workers to get 
their rights recognised. When that campaign was successful, the form of support could 
change. Trade union representatives now go to the community centres where many 
domestic workers regularly meet and offer them advice.

Our union works with the Filipino trade union movement in this area and we would like to 
build similar contacts with other countries. In Britain we got an agreement whereby migrant 
domestic workers entering the country receive a document pack that includes references to 
our union and to Kalayaan. 

What services do you offer them in practice?
We work with their organisation, Kalayaan to provide them with computer and language 
courses. Some women migrant domestic workers have been trained as trade union 
representatives so that they can, in turn, train others. We have also been involved in 
campaigns against deportation. Many migrant domestic workers want to benefit from our 
experience and confidence in conducting negotiations with the authorities. They also want 
help with getting a stronger voice themselves. This is very important, because although 
much of the work done by women around the world is invisible, that is particularly true of 
domestic work. END INTERVIEW
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Organising domestic workers  
in South Africa

The South African Domestic Service 
and Allied Workers’ Union, (SADSAWU) 
currently has 25,000 members, mostly 
women, who pay 120 rand (€12) per 
year in union dues. Reaching this 
level hasn’t been easy, because these 
women are afraid of joining a union. The 
SADSAWU President says ‘We have 

to spend a lot of time explaining them how important it is for 
them to join, reminding them, for example, of the unfair work 
practices seen every day in South Africa. The workers who 
have never attended a trade union meeting have no idea how 
to defend themselves, they don’t know their rights, but they 
soon come to realise how useful it is to join a union. In case of 
dismissal, for example, they would simply leave their job, not 
realising that the employer owes them money, and doesn’t 
have the right to throw them out from one day to the next. 
This is particularly the case since the change in legislation we 
fought for: they now have the right to stay in their employer’s 
accommodation for a month, whilst they find another job.’ 
SADSAWU also offers training to help domestic workers defend 
themselves in discussions concerning overtime, wages, etc. 
There are also leadership and HIV/AIDS training.

Kenya: 
Involving the 
police
‘We explain 
to domestic 
workers 
to report 
any case 

of exploitation they know of to the 
authorities, the police. This will 
spark an outcry and people realise 
that there is a union taking care of 
women domestic workers. We have 
contacts with the police stations 
who help us, we have taught them 
about what happens to these 
workers. When an employer realises 
he or she is in the wrong, they may 
try to bribe their way out, but from 
then on they usually try harder to 
respect their maid’s fundamental 
rights, if only to avoid problems in 
future’. 

ITUC Spotlight interview with 
Albert Njeru (KUDHEIHA - Kenya)

Costa Rica: a breakthrough
“The Law on Domestic Work has been a triumph, the 
culmination of three years work, a great victory. Domestic 
workers are now legally entitled to the minimum salary, social 
security, a work contract and an eight-hour working day”. 
 ITUC Spotlight interview with Ana Bertha Navarro Munoz (CTRN – Costa Rica)
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This section outlines the steps that can be taken to begin the 
challenging task of organising domestic workers. 

Organising domestic workers is challenging. It demands a well-
worked out campaign. 

Finding out about domestic  
workers’ working and living conditions
There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to the needs of domestic 
workers because laws and practices are different from one country 
to the next. The mapping process outlined in the previous section 
will give an indication of the issues to address. But it is important to 
have a clear understanding of domestic workers’ working conditions, 
wages, working hours and general treatment. Carrying out a survey 
may help gather the necessary information. Confidentiality is crucial in 
that process and the identity of the domestic workers should not be 
revealed in public reports. 

“Women domestic workers have 
different expectations from the 
unions than other categories of 
workers. What these women need 
is a strong trade union and to feel 
they are part of an organisation 
with hundreds of thousands of 
other workers alongside them. 
Having a union membership card 
also provides migrant domestic 
workers with an identity, since that 
identity may have been stolen by 
their employer hanging on to their 
passport, or because their status on 
entering the country did not entitle 
them to individual rights as workers.” 

Diana Holland, Chair ITUC Women’s 
Committee and Assistant General 
Secretary, Unite the union, UK

Kenya union survey reveals the lives of domestic 
workers
“Sexual harassment, no employment contract, no freedom of association, very low pay. 
Many domestic workers have a low level of education and are not aware of their rights 
because they are still very young or have been employed since childhood. KUDHEIHA- 
Kenya carried out a survey on domestic workers in Mombasa, in collaboration with the 
AFL-CIO Solidarity Centre. The survey showed that most domestic workers are not given 
food by their employer, that their identity cards are confiscated, that they are underpaid and 
that many of them are locked in the house when the employer leaves, with the risk of being 
unable to escape if there is a fire.” Albert Njeru 
(Source: KUDHEIHA- Kenya)
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Conducting a survey of domestic workers: a checklist
A survey would be the basis on which to plan an organising campaign to recruit domestic 
workers in the future. 
Questions to workers should be simple and straightforward. It is best not to ask too many 
questions, focus on the ones that are essential. Domestic workers must have the certainty 
that the information they give will not be passed on to their employer or any government 
agency. 
• �Consult domestic workers organisations when they exist before setting up your 

questionnaire 
• Find out the best places and moments to carry out the survey
• Organise face to face meetings or group discussions with domestic workers 
• �Topics to be covered could include: the existence of an employment relationship, 

migratory status, length of time working for the same employer, working conditions, 
wages paid or unpaid, access to social protection, maternity coverage, work time 
records, list of tasks, abuses, problems etc..

• Build a profile of the domestic workers (age, region of origin, working hours, wages etc.)
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Planning an organising campaign
Trade unions have a long experience of organising workers. However, 
there may be some specific aspects that need to be considered 
when organising domestic workers. The following list of tips has been 
drawn up on unions’ and domestic workers’ experiences: 

• �Meet on their day off, which is usually the Sunday, after work or 
through networking;

• �Regular visits and meetings in the neighbourhood will help gain 
trust over time. Various methods can be used: going door to 
door in an area with a high concentration of domestic workers, 
contacting organisations or people familiar with them, using the 
local media or social network

• �Encourage the more confident workers to assist in meetings and 
take part in activities

• Recruit organisers among domestic workers 
• Identify potential leaders who can help build a network
• �Identify people with skills such as writing, networking, speaking, 

computers etc
• Offer training to motivated people 
• �Prepare and distribute a pamphlet explaining how trade unions can 

help and support domestic workers 
• �Find interesting stories for local radio, the print media, internet 

websites and social networks such as Facebook.
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Self-Employed Women’s Association (India)  
- The SEWA approach 
SEWA puts emphasis on the selection of leaders among the domestic workers themselves. 
They provide the identified leaders with adequate training so that they are capable of 
organising more domestic workers. SEWA’s organising methods include meetings, training, 
case-studies, games and songs.
“SEWA’s philosophy is that joining an organisation gives collective strength and bargaining 
power so that we can reach our collective aims. We can get a solution to the problems 
through organising. To get laws implemented or changed and to pass new laws, organising 
strength is necessary. All members acquire the feeling of awareness, courage, morality and 
unity.” SEWA organiser.

Domestic Workers Organise 
themselves  
into a union in Mozambique
SINED – the National Union of Domestic Employees is an 
organisation of Mozambican domestic workers which started in 
March 2006 through a campaign by the workers, mobilising a 
‘good number of fellow workers who understood the necessity 
of creating a union’. In April 2008, the union was legally 
recognised by the Ministry of Labour and SINED became a 
member of the Mozambique national centre OTM-CS. The 
union produced a flyer with information on domestic workers’ 
rights as stipulated by the national law. It aims to undertake 
training of its members in matters related to domestic work and 
to work in cooperation with other unions. SINED currently has 
about 700 members

The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) emphasises that any work with domestic 
workers requires training potential leaders and members on organising workers. SEWA has one 
of the most successful track records of organising workers in the informal economy.
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Domestic workers are vulnerable to intimidation and the threat of 
dismissal from employers so are unlikely to want to be seen talking 
to the union. Like many other national centres around the globe, the 
Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions found ways of working 
with domestic workers and contacting workers away from the 
workplace. The HKCTU provides them with clear written information 
about where they can get help and support.

National 
Union of 
Domestic 
Employees 
(NUDE)  
in Trinidad
“We have 
come up with 

innovative ideas, such as organising 
within the communities, visiting 
domestic workers at their homes 
and churches and village councils 
and spreading the word through 
attending other organisations’ 
events. Using popular theatre 
makes it exciting and attractive 
to new members and gives them 
information, while also raising their 
awareness on what rights they have 
and do not have under existing 
legislation. Meeting face to face 
with domestic workers has proved 
to be successful in recruiting new 
members and inviting them and 
other regular members to meetings”.

Ida Le Blanc, NUDE 

Hong Kong Confederation of Trade 
Unions (HKCTU) encourages domestic 
worker groups to unionise
HKCTU ran programmes at retraining centres. Women workers 
took domestic worker skills training courses there. At three of 
the centres, with the assistance of organisers, groups were 
formed, and over a year and a half they built the foundations 
of the union. HKCTU supported this union from the beginning 
and provided training to the leaders. In reaching out to the local 
and part-time domestic workers, the HKCTU runs skill-training 
courses for domestic workers in 5 districts. These courses 
bring part-time domestic workers together who otherwise are 
scattered and isolated. Domestic workers who have come to 
join the courses not only learn and practice the skills of cooking, 
cleaning, ironing, etc but also labour rights and how the 
Hong Kong Domestic Workers General Union, which they are 
encouraged to join, can help them.
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South Africa: SADSAWU’s advices
The South African Domestic Service and Allied Workers Union 
(SADSAWU) in South Africa is a domestic workers’ union, part 
of COSATU. Myrtle Witbooi, SADSAWU General Secretary and 
Chair of the International Domestic Workers’ Network (IDWN), 
has advice based on 40 years experience: “The best way to 
organise or reach domestic workers is to meet them at parks 
or play centres, churches, in the streets of the suburbs where 
they work or as they leave work. The SADSAWU also uses the 
trains and buses to make first contact with domestic workers. 
To be effective we have pamphlets with all the information so 
that they can get in contact with one of our centres. We try to 
form groups from different areas and once a month we bring 
them together. We also get as much information as possible 
about their work circumstances and use this to draw up a 
mapping document to present to labour organisations we are 
working with.” 

Given the low wages prevailing in the sector, domestic workers may 
encounter serious problems in paying affiliation fees. In fact most of 
domestic workers’ unions are short of funds – indeed many may not 
have sufficient funds to affiliate to the trade union national centre. 
Several national centres have resolved this problem by reducing the 
affiliation fee charged or by not charging at all.

A voice from 
Senegal
Fatou 
Bintou Yaffa, 
president of 
the Women’s 
Committee 
and deputy 

general secretary of the CNTS 
explains: “we had to offer these 
women lower union dues, to help 
them get a trade union card, which 
they are extremely proud of. We 
always consider their constraints, 
for example, by meeting them on 
Sundays; they cannot take time off 
on any other day, as they would risk 
losing their jobs”. 

Fatou insists on the need for 
unions to help domestic workers 
train and educate themselves.
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Reaching out to organise
Trade unions can organise domestic workers directly. But there are 
also many ways in which well-established trade unions can support 
and assist organising efforts of others.

ITUC Spotlight interview with Marissa Begonia, a 
Filipino domestic worker 
Justice for Domestic Workers (J4DW) is a self-help group in the UK for migrant domestic 
workers, part of UNITE the union. We campaign and defend our rights, particularly following 
the changes to the immigration laws. It is important that we, as domestic workers, speak 
up for ourselves and our rights, rather than having someone else do it for us. Any action 
becomes more alive, more visible, and more effective when domestic workers campaign 
for themselves, although of course the support of other trade unions and NGOs is very 
important. Unite helps us a lot in campaigning, and developing our skills through education 
and training…..
We also provide English and IT classes through UNITE, as most of the domestic workers 
don’t have English as their first language. This also helps them fulfil the requirements of 
the immigration procedure. Unite also provides us with some union courses, training and 
awareness-raising classes that give us the knowledge to fight for our rights. This education 
and training help us develop and improve our skills so that we can be confident when 
speaking in public, in the parliament, at government meetings, national and international 
conferences and mobilisations. This is one of the best ways to organise domestic workers, 
as most of them come to us not just to ask for help but also to learn. We help them 
understand that by joining the union, they have access to education, training, benefits, and 
we make them aware of the importance of campaigning. 
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The ITUC is committed to working with domestic workers’ 
organisations and networks and urges trade unions to organise in 
partnership with domestic workers groups for improved rights, pay 
and conditions. 

Working in an alliance is something that the IUF has put into practice. 
Unlike most workers whose work falls under the informal economy, 
domestic workers do have a history of union organisation in the food 
and agricultural sector. The IUF responded to the determination of 
domestic workers’ organisations to win ILO international standards, 
by setting up a joint network with these workers’ organisations.

Working 
Together in 
Asia 
“Where 
domestic 
workers 
have set up 
their own 

organisations, trade unions can 
reach out and build solidarity. In the 
first instance, it can be simple help, 
such as providing meeting space 
and access to photocopying. As the 
collaboration and mutual respect 
grows, the relationship can be 
deepened and then formalised into 
an alliance or association; this may 
mean changing the union’s statutes. 
Domestic workers’ organisations in 
many countries are keen to establish 
such a relationship, retaining their 
self-organisation but benefiting from 
the strength and position of the 
trade union movement.” 

Lee Siew Hwa, Committee for 
Asian Women (CAW), Bangkok

64



The International Domestic Workers’ 
Network (IDWN) – a global partnership 
between unions and domestic 
workers’ organisations. 
The International Domestic Workers’ Network (IDWN) is 
an initiative of domestic workers’ unions and associations 
supported by the IUF and Wiego. The IUF provides the 
organisational basis for the IDWN. The network has full support 
of the IUF decision making bodies, but the strategies, priorities 
and actions are decided upon by the IDWN itself and its 
Steering Committee.
The IDWN drew up an action plan to assist domestic workers’ 
organisations. The recommendations include: 
• �Act as a pressure group and as a watch-dog on national 

governments;
• �Facilitate communication between network members, national 

trade unions, national centres, Global Unions and the ILO;
• �Share information between all members of the network on 

good practice; 
• �As some network members can hardly survive, channel funds 

to them and/or help them to raise funds by assisting with 
donors contacts, letters of support, etc.

• �Circulate solidarity statements for campaigns, including letters 
to governments.

• �Support local, national, regional and international campaigns 
with resources, information, etc.

• �Support network members participation in meetings and 
events, 

• �Build capacity within the network, including by providing 
training and development support.
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This section gives some suggestions of ways in which unions and 
national centres can provide services to support domestic workers. 

Legal advice
A domestic worker seeking legal redress against her employer is 
often fighting a losing battle, but trade unions can offer invaluable 
support in terms of legal assistance. This type of support is much 
appreciated by undocumented workers who are in a particularly 
vulnerable situation. Unions can also assist domestic workers’ 
associations with the mechanisms for filing complaints to the ILO.

In some cases, legal advice is coupled to the provision of additional 
services. For example providing shelter to live-in domestic workers 
who flee their employers may be necessary. Shelter is one of the 
services provided by the Indonesian migrant workers’ union in Hong 
Kong while the DWU in the United States decided to offer practical 
services such as health checkups to domestic workers. 

Securing decent working conditions for 
domestic workers 
Domestic workers’ unions can promote standard employment 
contracts among domestic workers. Some act as an intermediary 
between domestic workers and employers who are committed to 
offering decent working conditions. Ideally the employment contract 
to be signed by both the worker and employer has been checked by 
the union, which can monitor its implementation. 

In Indonesia, the Tunas Mulia Domestic Workers Union negotiates 
Union Standard Contract for its members. The Standard Contract 
stipulates a minimum wage and weekly leave for the domestic worker 
who signs it. The Union persuades employers to sign the Standard 
Contract by promoting responsible and quality services. A copy of all 
the Standard Contracts signed goes to the Union. Today the Union 
keeps over 400 of such Standard Contracts.
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Counselling
Domestic workers who have been abused, accused of stealing, or 
going through a court case are in need of support. Setting up a union 
advice centre or a union confidential telephone hotline has proved 
useful. A study conducted in 2001 by the Asia Migrants Centre in 
Hong Kong reported that one in four foreign domestic workers suffers 
from abuse ranging from verbal to physical and sexual assaults. 

Training
Many unions and domestic workers’ organisations provide courses 
and training on workers’ rights, trade unions and organising. A 
majority of unions found these capacity building activities essential to 
build confidence and leadership among domestic workers.

Union education initiatives in Africa
Training is the cornerstone of any sustainable action. We plan to open two training centres 
in Dakar. The aim is to help domestic workers to improve their qualifications (for example 
cooking, child care, caring for the elderly) because once they are qualified they will more 
easily be able to demand respect and better salaries. 
Fatou Bintou Yaffa, Deputy General Secretary, CNTS Senegal

Before beginning our training we select a number of women in the area, we ask them 
when they are free and where we could meet them, and we bring them together, group 
after group. We begin by inviting one, then two, then a whole group. They prefer Sundays, 
but some employers lock their maids up in the house, even on that day. It is also difficult 
because they are worried about being seen as someone who knows about trade union 
activities, because in Kenya employers look upon the unions as trouble makers. 
Spotlight interview with Albert Njeru (KUDHEIHA - Kenya)
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Now,  
over to you!
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This ITUC Guide on domestic workers has set out the main 
campaign and organising issues. Now it is up to you to make a 
difference in your own country!

Trade union demands:

Decent work, decent life for domestic 
workers!

Domestic workers are mainly women, children, migrants, 
or indigenous people. 

Their work is undervalued, underpaid, invisible, not recognised, 
and not respected. These are the main reasons why in many 
countries domestic workers are excluded from labour legislation 
and social protection schemes. Many are denied the right, 
either in law or in practice, to form or join a trade union. As a 
result, exploitation, mistreatment, violence, and physical and 
sexual abuse often go unpunished. 

Domestic workers are among the most exploited 
categories of workers who: 

• work excessive hours for wages below standard; 
• �often live under the same roof as their boss in unhealthy 

conditions, 
• are exposed to all kinds of abuse; 
• have very limited or no option to take a day off, and 
• �encounter difficulties to contact the outside world, family and 

friends. 

Trade unions must break the silence. 
Through their actions, locally and globally, as well as at the EU level, 
trade unions can help secure decent work for domestic workers. By 
joining a union, domestic workers can get out of the shadow, stand 

up and unite to demand decent living and working conditions.

An international Convention to protect the rights of 
domestic workers is urgently needed. 

The International Labour Conference of June 2011 will be crucial 
to ensure that the rights of domestic workers are internationally 
protected. The tripartite negotiations must deliver strong ILO 
instruments that will make a real difference to the living and 
working conditions of all domestic workers around the world! 
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Make sure your government votes in favour of a 
Convention supplemented by a Recommendation at the 
next International Labour Conference of June 2011! 

What do we want?
	� National legislations that recognise labour rights for 

domestic workers: 
Labour laws excluding domestic workers from their scope 
must be amended. Existing legislation related to domestic 
work needs to be properly enforced. Everywhere in the world, 
domestic workers must enjoy their fundamental right to form 
and join a trade union. They must have access to labour courts 
and effective remedies when their rights are violated. Some 
countries like South Africa, Costa Rica and Uruguay have 
taken significant steps to extend labour laws and regulations to 
domestic workers paving the way for the formalisation of their 
work situation. 

	� A European framework protecting domestic workers’ 
rights should be established:  

Domestic workers are often excluded from health and safety EU 
Directives as well as from the scope of the Maternity Protection 
Directive 92/85. This must change.

	� A fair remuneration for domestic work: 
As it is seen as unqualified work that “any woman can do”, domestic 
work is undervalued and underpaid. Domestic workers, like any 
other wage earner, have the right to a minimum wage and to a fair 
bargaining process through which they can claim a decent living wage.

	� Entitlement to social protection including maternity 
protection for domestic workers:

Domestic workers must have access to national social 
protection schemes. As the great majority of domestic 
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workers are young women, maternity protection is a must. ILO 
Convention 183 must be ratified and implemented to provide 
adequate protection to all working women. 

	� Decent working and living conditions for domestic 
workers:

Working hours need to be regulated by law, and the law needs 
to be enforced. Domestic workers, like any other worker, 
should have the right to paid annual leave, weekly days off and 
compensation for overtime. 

	 Children must go to school:
Programmes and policies are needed to stop child domestic 
work and ensure that children can go to school. As a bottom 
line, ILO Conventions on child labour (No 138 and No 182) 
need to be fully respected. 

	 More domestic workers members of our organisations:
Domestic workers need trade unions and trade unions need 
them. Domestic workers can benefit from trade unions’ 
influence, support and experience, and trade unions will be 
stronger when more and more domestic workers join their 
ranks. 

	� Trade unions and organisations of domestic workers 
working closely together:

The struggle of domestic workers is our struggle. Fighting 
together adds strength to our common goal: a world with social 
justice and decent work for all.
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ILO Convention No 158 Termination of Employment, 
ILO Convention No 171 Night Work Convention 
ILO Convention No 175 Part-Time Work Convention, 
ILO Convention No 183 Maternity Protection 
UN Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
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