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The Convention 144 of the International Labour Office (ILO) regards the “establishment of tripartite machinery to promote the implementation of international labour standards”.  It is usually known as the “convention of social dialogue” and was ratified by Brazil September 1994 – 18 years after its creation.  Currently there are 94 ratifications for this convention.

The ILO has insisted in the use of “social dialogue” as the best tool to achieve consensus building, workplace democracy, guarantee of human rights and labor standards.  During the 88th International Labour Conference held last June in Geneva, it was once more emphasized the use of social dialogue as “a means and an end...an action and a result” in industrial relations.  Once more, member countries were recommended to transform it into a real practice throughout the world.

Unfortunately in Brazil, as well as in several other countries, social dialogue still sounds very negative due to the unsuccessful historic experiences, specifically those in the late 1980s (what was known as the “Social Pact”).  Reasons for the failure were many, and apparently there is an ad hoc explanation for each unsuccessful case.  This perhaps makes us believe that only historical chance can lead to success of the social process.

It is true that each country’s industrial relations and economic background are important factors determining the outcomes of social dialogue.  However, it would be naive to disregard the broad discussion that has been taking place for almost 3 decades, and that identifies several commonplaces among the successful stories.  It would also be misleading to believe that only a long-lasting institutional structure is able to provide the foundations for social dialogue.  Institutions that ease the building and the success of it can be “artificially” created, developed and matured wherever they are necessary.

Unhappy experiences could also lead someone to believe that social dialogue is one way governments find to trick employers and specifically workers to accept reccessionist policies.  It could also be seen as a “political exchange”, inasmuch that corporativism is understood as that in Brazil.  It is true that many governments have exactly done this sort of “ false dialogue” in the recent years, and the consequent failure of these cases led to serious economic crises in a context of general social mistrust.

In order to evaluate Convention 144 and the forms to effectively implement it and insert it into society, it is necessary to have a redefinition of pre-established concepts and values that were inherited from the past.

Traditionally, the academic definition of social dialogue resembled the Austrian and Swedish models of “orthodox corporativism” of the 60s and 70s.  Such schemes were characterized by tripartite negotiations at the national level on issues such as employment, wages and economic policies.  However, more recently, globalization made institutional reforms necessary, and the push to decentralization created a new definition for the concept of social dialogue.  Currently, the ILO recognizes that “social dialogue includes all types of negotiations, consultations or exchange of information between or among the tripartite and bipartite partners on issues of common interest relating to economic and social policy”.  In other words, any discussion involving two or more parties aiming at economic and/or social improvements can be considered social dialogue.  This would include for example, informal discussions between workers and managers to find betterment of labor conditions at the workplace.  This new definition translates ILO’s belief in the efficacy of consultation and communication as means to achieve agreements and “positive sum” results (in contrast to “zero sum” relationships where some gain and others lose).

Insofar, as social dialogue becomes a more simple and more effective concept, and leads us to the conclusion that, in fact, even in Brazil there exists a reasonable degree of social dialogue.  Factory councils, gain-sharing councils and collective bargaining are concrete examples of that.  Nevertheless, the broadening of the concept does not mean that it is easier now to achieve success in social dialogue.  It would be useless to engage in it for the sake of engaging, without sincere efforts from all parts involved to make concessions and to reach harmonious agreement.  The only outcomes in such case would be the worsening of the relationship and the increasing distrust making dialogue even more impossible.  For example: it is useless if the suggestions of factory councils are not taken seriously by managers; it is useless if gain sharing councils do not have access to the results and are incapable of evaluating the program; and it is useless to engage in “social pacts” if the government - or any other party - is not opened to any discussion by the other social groups.

Having these in mind, social dialogue is one of the pillars of the ILO philosophy.  There is not only a “social dialogue” sector in the organization, but also one “International Focus (InFocus) Programme on Strengthening Social Dialogue”.  The main activities have been the promoting social dialogue, technical assistance to countries interested in implementing it in all levels, and also organizing macro-regional symposiums aimed at promoting social dialogue.  Examples of such symposiums are the one that took place in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) in October 1999, and the one in the Caribbean countries last April.  However, the most valuable work of the ILO is perhaps the intense collecting and deep analysis of national cases all around the world.  With the co-operation of several scholars, national reports are made, and the “best practice cases” are recognized.  Leaving each country’s peculiarities apart, such as socio-economic realities and historical/cultural backgrounds, some common patterns are identified.  As a result, deep knowledge about all variations of social dialogue is available.  This information is crucial for all those interested in implementing social dialogue in their countries to understand which are the institutions already present in their systems that could be used for social dialogue.  Moreover, the acquaintance of other successful cases can indicate what new institutions should be created in order to facilitate the process.  In some countries new laws are necessary while existing ones are reformed to allow bipartite and/or tripartite social dialogue to take place.
During this year’s International Labour Conference, many delegates reported the current stage of social dialogue in their respective countries.  From Burkina Faso to France, from Belize to Poland, dozens of cases were mentioned (including the Brazilian case).  Although some degree of governmental bias might exist, it seems that, to a more or less degree, social dialogue has been occurring in most of ILO’s member-countries.  And even those that did not ratify Convention 144 yet, indicated that they would be doing so in the near future.  They also reported that actually, social dialogue already exists in their countries (this was the Swiss case).

Whether there is global tendency to use social dialogue as a basis to economic and social policies is still unclear.  Nevertheless, communication and consultation have been unanimously recognized as among the best instruments to overcome the difficulties brought by globalization.  In Brazil the basic structure for social dialogue already exists, both in the macro and the micro level.  The Brazilian government also seems interested in creating new institutions to spread dialogue and communication among the parties.  This is what happened some years ago when the President signed the Provisory Measure
 mandating companies to discuss profit sharing and gain sharing programs with employees’ representatives.  It is happening again with the legal incentives to the formation of plant-level conflict resolution councils.

After the “trauma” it is time to reconsider the widespread use of social dialogue.  It very probably will foster the productivity of our economy without neglecting the rights of all groups in society.






















* This article was written during my visit to the International Labour Organization (ILO) in Geneva, and published in July/2000 on the report of the Institute of Economic Research (FIPE) of the University of São Paulo, Brazil.


� Provisory Measures are - as the name indicates - provisory documents issued by the President, with legal power that can be renewed every month before it is voted in the Congress.  The first Provisory Measure relating to Gain Sharing programs was signed in December 30th, 1994 and has been renewed for several months.
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