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FOREWORD
Decent work necessarily involves a just wage in keeping with human
dignity – one sufficient to enable working people and their families to take
part in the economic and social life of their communities and to be free of
poverty and need. In the globalised world, however, we see workers in
‘low wage countries’ having to make do with starvation wages. We are
speaking here of 1.2 billion ‘working poor’ worldwide – people who in spite
of working are still below the poverty threshold of 2 USD per day. On the
other hand, workers and trade unions in our part of the world are
confronted with the argument of competition coming from these producing
countries. This situation of pressure encourages the expansion of the low
wage sector in our country as well. In Germany, for example, 2.2 million
people are working at under 6 euros an hour, and 1.2 million for less than
4 euros per hour. This amounts to a confrontation of different realities
which nonetheless has the effect of making employment precarious in all
parts of the world.
The discussion group of the German Justice and Peace Commission and
the trade unions sees these dehumanising work and earning conditions as
an expression of social injustice, as well as constituting a moral and
political challenge. With a view to investigating these developments with
the greatest possible accuracy and objectivity, the discussion group joined
with the Institute for Development and Peace (INEF) of the University of
Duisburg-Essen, members of whose staff were commissioned to conduct
an analytical study of these issues (Part A of the present Guideline). We
would like to thank Mr Christian Scheper and Mr Jonathan Menge for their
contributions, and for their fruitful collaboration with the discussion group
of the trade unions and Justitia et Pax.
Based on their conclusions, the Federal Executive Committee of the
German Confederation of Trade Unions and the German Commission for
Justice and Peace have developed a position which is set forth in Part B.
The recommendations for action expressed here are not just addressed to
governments and to those international organisations which are called on
to set economic and socio-political standards for a decent income available
to all. Companies and trade unions are equally challenged to contribute to
-5-

the realisation of humanly acceptable income levels. Players in civil
society, and also in the church, can and should promote social dialogue in
this connection, above all by encouraging persons working in informal and
precarious situations to organise themselves, both in Germany and in the
context of development work. They can also contribute to the
development of country-specific strategies for the implementation of
decent working standards.
The present Guideline represents a further elaboration of the concept of
decent work which was defined by the International Labour Organization,
and for which the German Confederation of Trade Unions and the German
Commission for Justice and Peace published their own Guideline entitled
‘Decent Work in the Globalised World’ in April 2007. This was adopted as a
contribution from civil society to the debate of the Economic and Social
Committee of the United Nations.
On this note, we venture to hope that the present Guideline may meet
with equally wide interest from the general public, and trust it may
encourage committed support on the path to making decent incomes
available to all in the globalised world.

Dr Stephan Ackermann
Bishop of Trier
Chairman of the
German Commission for Justice and Peace

Bonn and Berlin, August 2012
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Ingrid Sehrbrock
Vice-chair of the
German Confederation of
Trade Unions (DGB)

A.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable
remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence
worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by
other means of social protection.
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, article 23, section 3

I

GAINFUL EMPLOYMENT AND POVERTY

At the start of the new millennium 2.7 billion people, more than a third of
the world’s population, were living in absolute poverty. Of these ‘poor’ 18
million persons die every year – accounting for about a third of all deaths
worldwide – from the direct and indirect consequences of poverty, such as
malnutrition, the lack of healthy drinking water or absence of elementary
medical care.1
The problem of poverty, however, is not just restricted to absolute poverty
– to people, that is, with a purchasing power parity (PPP) of less than 2
US dollars per day.2 We also have to consider many millions of people
living in relative poverty, people who have to earn their living on less than
50 percent of the median income for their home country. In 2004 the
number of people living in absolute poverty in Germany was around 8
percent. If we include people ‘at risk of poverty’ (i.e. earning less than 60
percent of the median income), it amounted to 13 percent of the German
population.3 ‘Relative’ and ‘absolute’ poverty, taken together, thus assume
immense proportions on a global scale.
But poverty is not by any means restricted to those who have no means of
earning a living – in many cases we find poor people who are actually
‘breadwinners’. The number of ‘global working poor’ – related to the US
USD2 poverty threshold – was estimated by the International Labour
Organization (ILO) at almost 1.2 billion people for the year 2008, while
many more millions were employed but still close to the poverty line.4 The
consequences are as critical as they are multifarious. While in industrial
countries problems connected with the social integration and
stigmatisation of relatively poor people predominate, in many other
-7-

countries of the world, even when people are full time employed and
working permanent overtime hours, poverty is quite simply a matter of
life and death. The conditions under which so many millions of people
work are without any doubt unfit for human beings. We have a graphic
illustration of this in the following report from a textile worker in
Bangladesh:
‘Since the age of twelve I have been working from eight in the morning till
midnight, and I earn 2600 takas monthly (just under 27 euros). We all
have to live on this – my three daughters, my parents-in-law and my
husband, who has no fixed employment. In addition I have to give 50
takas to the head of department to get him to leave me in peace. Jobs
here, you see, are very much in demand.’5
While working women,6 even those on low incomes in industrial countries
like Germany, do not have to be bracketed with these ‘global working
poor’, alarming tendencies can nonetheless be observed on the job market
in our own country. High levels of unemployment, and the driving down of
wages on an increasingly wide scale in many sectors, are just the most
obvious indicators. 2.2 million people receive less than 6 Euro per hour for
their work, 2.2 million even receive less than Euro4.7 Hourly rates like this
are hardly enough to survive on, and are certainly insufficient to feed a
family. The consequences are serious, not just in view of the life quality of
these people and their related health problems, but also for future
generations, as the problem of child poverty, widely discussed in recent
years, makes plain.
Whether we have to do with ‘absolutely’ or
contexts, increasingly, we find the demand
central aspect of decent work. Whereas
traditionally negotiated between the social

‘relatively’ poor people, in both
for a decent remuneration as a
in Germany wage levels are
partners under the auspices of

free collective bargaining, in times of globalisation this tradition is
increasingly being pushed into a corner. With multinational groups as
players, it is becoming steadily more difficult to discuss wages in a
national context. Here the growing pressure on wages in the developed
industrial nations is inseparably related to the minimum wages to be
found in the developing and threshold countries, which have long since
become a production site for the goods and services of the OECD world.
On a global scale it can be seen that the general wage trend in practically
all industrial countries is at the cost of gainful employment. Thus the
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modest growth in real wages lags far behind the increase in productivity.
In addition, there is an ever greater gulf between maximum and minimum
wages worldwide, and the proportion of wages in the gross domestic
product is also decreasing in all parts of the world.8 Here the level of
organisation achieved by the workforce and/or the power balance between
the social partners plays a crucially important part. If we look at the
problem in its totality, it appears as if work in today’s world is becoming
increasingly ‘valueless’. The question of decent income is thus more
topical than ever, and it has become one of the central challenges for the
more equitable shaping of globalisation.
But what are we to understand by the concept of decent income? How can
it be defined? Why are attempts to realise it in the global economy not
working, and what approaches are already being tried with the aim of
overcoming the existing obstacles?
These are the questions to which the present Guideline is dedicated. The
objective is to give an overview of this wide complex of problems, which
has become increasingly unmanageable as a result of economic
globalisation. To this end, we aim to proceed by way of three essential
steps. First of all we consider fundamental normative and ethical
standards. What does it actually mean to speak of ‘just’ remuneration? On
what ethical principles is the demand for a certain level of income based?
Secondly, we take this as the starting point for answering the question
how a decent income should be defined. The object here is not to
determine a numerical income level, as a definition of that kind would
necessarily be dependent on a great many contextual factors and would
be subject to ongoing changes. Instead we will offer reference points for
stating what qualitative criteria are relevant to the definition of humanly
acceptable income. Thirdly, we would like to outline the central political
and economic difficulties under the conditions of globalisation which make
it difficult to realise humanly acceptable income levels. In conclusion we
aim to discuss approaches to the realisation and implementation of a
decent income, and finally deduce recommendations for action aimed at
the political players.
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II

ON THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN WAGES,
JUSTICE AND HUMAN DIGNITY

If we are of the opinion that the scale of the interaction between gainful
employment and poverty represents a deplorable state of affairs, we are
adopting a normative position, on the basis of which we are criticising the
way things are. In what follows we shall be arguing that the current global
state of interrelations between gainful employment and poverty must be
described, for many reasons, as a serious moral dereliction. To begin with
we will establish a position based on human dignity and human rights
(II.1), and go on to outline various considerations based on the principles
of social justice (II.2).

II.1 WAGES, HUMAN DIGNITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS
Work is not just a means to the end of maintaining life. It has always also
been regarded as forming part of a fulfilled, productive life in keeping with
human dignity. Our modern concept of work / gainful employment has its
origins in the industrial revolution. Working processes became more
complex, production came to be based on the division of labour and
waged work grew to become the dominant labour pattern. This resulted in
the alienation of workers from the product of their work. The tendency
was exacerbated by automation aimed at increased productivity. Work
developed from a direct condition of existence for the support of human
life into a condition mediated by way of the worker’s wages. But even if it
was frequently experienced as monotonous and exhausting and felt to be
a burden, we cannot speak of work as being purely instrumental to
ensuring the means of existence. While for Hannah Arendt the vision of
human beings liberated from the necessity of work as a result of machine
production could still be seen as desirable,9 work today is generally viewed
as an integral component of human life and one that gives it meaning.10 A
drop in living standards is a central problem for the unemployed, certainly
– especially when it represents a threat to survival – but it seems that
social isolation and the loss of the sense that one is needed are equally
serious handicaps.11 Ever more precarious working conditions and the
prevalence of minimum wages mean that workers are increasingly
exposed to such risks. In places where dependent work for wages
- 10 -

represents the dominant labour pattern, it follows that an appropriate
remuneration is often the basic condition for a life that deserves the
name.
‘Human dignity shall be inviolable.’12 A reference to human dignity is to be
found in a prominent position not only in the Basic Law or constitution of
the Federal Republic of Germany, it also appears in the preamble to the
Charter of the United Nations, in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (Preamble, article 1) and in other documents that define human
rights and the law of nations.13 The powerful resonance of human dignity
as a value has to do with its universality – a universality that is connected
with a certain openness of interpretation. Even if it emanates from the
Christian tradition, it remains an open-ended term, susceptible to different
religious or rational justifications. While the Catholic church, for example,
derives human dignity from the fact that human beings were created in
God’s image,14 Immanuel Kant, often seen as the father of the modern
concept of human dignity, rather associates it with human beings’
possession of the faculty of reason.15
In recent philosophical debates on human dignity the question of the
violation of human dignity – as a negative approach to the understanding
of the term – has played an important part.16 If we see this as being
based on the direct connection between human dignity and human rights
– a connection that is made in the Basic Law of the Federal Republic and
the relevant UN documents – we can understand human rights as being a
protective cloak for human dignity.17 So how can we formulate precisely
the relation between gainful employment and decent income on the one
hand, and human rights on the other?
Human rights, understood as the elaboration in concrete form of human
dignity, represent a normatively documented standard by which working
conditions must allow themselves to be measured. The crucial foundations
for this in the law of nations are the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR). Here we find human rights incorporating on the
one hand direct references to work and working conditions, such as the
right to work (UDHR art. 23, section 1; ICESCR art. 6), the right to form
trade unions (UDHR art. 23, section 4; ICESCR art. 8, section 1; ICCPR
art. 22, section 1), as well as the direct right to expect a ‘just and
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favourable remuneration’ (UDHR art. 23, section 3) and the right to ‘just
and favourable working conditions’ (ICESCR art. 7). In article 7 (a) (ii) of
the ICESCR we find it stated:
‘The signatory countries recognize the right of everyone to the enjoyment
of just and favourable conditions of work which ensure, in particular: (a)
remuneration which provides all workers, as a minimum, with [….] (ii) a
decent living for themselves and their families in accordance with the
provisions of the present Covenant […].’
The connection between articles 6, 7 and 8 is moreover reinforced by the
Committee for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in its general
commentary on the right to work (article 6), dated 2005. There we find it
stated in chapter II, which spells out the normative content of the right to
work:
‘Work as specified in article 6 of the Covenant must be decent work. This
is work that respects the fundamental rights of the human person as well
as the rights of workers in terms of conditions of work safety and
remuneration. It also provides an income allowing workers to support
themselves and their families, as highlighted in article 7 of the Covenant.’
18

On the other hand, work can also be seen as a means to the fulfilment of
human rights – for instance, by satisfying the right to adequate food,
access to clean drinking water and health care (UDHR art. 25, section 1) –
or as contributing to the fulfilment of the right to an appropriate standard
of living (ICESCR art. 11, section 1) and to participation in cultural life
(UDHR art. 27, section 1; ICESCR art. 15, section 1a).
But we also find human rights documentation at regional level referring to
the right to work and to an income in keeping with human dignity. In the
revised version of the European Social Charter of 1996, for example, we
read in part 1, article 4: ‘All workers have the right to a fair remuneration
sufficient for a decent standard of living for themselves and their
families.’19
The links between human rights and work have also been touched on by
the ILO in various international agreements. The concept of decent work,
in particular, was more narrowly defined by the ILO based on the idea of
‘key working conditions’. These have status in terms of human rights,
seeing that the ILO’s declaration of 1998 on fundamental principles and
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rights in connection with work lays all member states under the obligation
of implementing these, even if they have not ratified the relevant
conventions.20 The key working conditions comprise four basic principles:
freedom of assembly and the effective acknowledgement of the right to
collective bargaining, the banning of all forms of enforced or compulsory
labour, the effective abolition of child labour and a ban on discrimination
in a working and professional context.21 Even if the wage aspect is not
referred to directly here, the Constitution of the ILO does state as an
explicit aim (chapter III, section d) ‘in regard to wages and earnings,
hours and other conditions of work calculated to ensure a just share of the
fruits of progress to all, and a minimum living wage to all employed and in
need of such protection’.22 This formulation, moreover, has been
recapitulated in similar terms in various declarations of fundamental
principles by the ILO.23 Likewise the ILO’s tripartite declaration of
fundamental principles in relation to multinational companies and social
policy rehearses rules pertaining to a minimum wage: ‘[…] Wages,
benefits and conditions of work should be related to the economic position
of the enterprise, but should be at least adequate to satisfy basic needs of
the workers and their families.’ 24
The normative basis for an income that meets the conditions of human
rights, and so is also a decent income, is thus derived both from ethical
considerations and from the ways in which these have been incorporated
in the law of nations.

II.2 WAGES AND JUSTICE
Another important normative perspective from which working conditions
should be viewed is linked to questions of justice. Here just the extent of
the problems referred to above, and the gravity of the suffering under
which so many people eke out a life and a livelihood, constitute grounds
for presuming a serious injustice. This supposition is further reinforced in
view of the fact that the gulf between wealth and poverty, and between
high and low incomes, is yawning ever wider worldwide. Whereas the
bottom fifty percent of the world’s adult population in the year 2000 was
in possession of 1.1 percent of global wealth, the top ten percent was able
to secure 85.1 percent of global wealth, and the top one percent alone as
much as 39.9 percent.25
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Wage justice has been discussed from several points of view in the past.
Traditionally it has always been seen as an economic component of
performance-related justice [German: Leistungsgerechtigkeit] and fair
exchange, as well as being a social component of needs-based and
distributive justice. An important part in the discussion of wage justice has
in the past been played by Christian social ethics.26 In the current debate,
however, we frequently find an economic narrowing of the wages issue,
which we will refer to in what follows as the ‘economisation of wage
justice’. Under this heading we distinguish two current approaches to
justice: ‘social justice’ and ‘global justice’.

The economisation of wage justice
On the employer’s side we frequently find the principles of performancerelated justice invoked, as a basis for the argument that in a market
economy the question of the ‘right’ wage amount can be derived from the
principle of supply and demand. When negotiations are fair, the price paid
to the worker reflects the productivity of the work supplied. The same
tendency is often reflected in the debate on wages. Interestingly enough,
this purely economic argument based on performance-related justice is
relatively new. Already in classic economic theory, as expounded by Adam
Smith and John Stuart Mill for example, the question of wage justice was
always at the same time a moral and/or social issue.27
In their attempt to justify minimal wages, particularly in connection with
global value creation chains, some companies and federations regularly
refer to the productivity of human labour. So long as this does not
increase to an appropriate extent, wage rises are not feasible in market
terms. It must be said that this argument has its weak points. First of all,
the connection between productivity and wage amounts is controversial.
‘Efficiency wage’ approaches state that wages felt to be fair have a
tendency to result in maximum labour productivity. And secondly, it faces
us with the fundamental question how the productivity of human labour
can be appropriately calculated in relation to wage amounts. On a
superficial view, an increase in productivity that is achieved just through
technological innovations would not need to bring increased wages in its
train. Daniel Vaughan-Whitehead, on the other hand, who is responsible
for wage issues at the ILO, argues that even in this case wage rises would
be appropriate. Even if we determine wages purely on the basis of
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individual

qualifications,

productivity

and

performance,

a

higher

technological component and greater capital intensity in a company must
also be associated with wage increases, because of their being associated
with changes in the style of work and in the demands made on the
individual worker.28
It is a still more serious problem, however, that the question of the fair
share due to the worker in the overall profits of the company is generally
marginalised by the argument from productivity. In economic terms, the
development of the wage share in the GDP has been notably negative in
recent decades in most countries,29 without any broad debate on justice
having been triggered by this to date.
In addition, the unequal position of the individual worker in relation to the
company gives rise to the fundamental problem that the process of
negotiation is characterised by massive inequality in terms of power.
Consequently the principles of representation by a trade union and tariff
autonomy as a basis for collective bargaining are closely connected with
the justice of fair exchange, with a view to avoiding a vast disparity in
power between the negotiating parties. In the global economy, however,
the appropriate representation of the worker is fraught with difficulties
and cannot be taken for granted, which means that the argument from
performance-based justice rests on a precarious footing. We will go into
this aspect in greater detail in chapter III below.

Social justice and wage justice
The discussion of social justice has been conducted in Germany with great
intensity in recent years. This is partly due to the ever wider divergence
between the incomes of rich and poor, and partly because the continental
European welfare state model is faced with a serious pressure to
restructure itself in view of globalisation.30 Social justice is likewise
connected with performance-related justice. Against the background of
differences in individual performance and capability, differences in income
do not necessarily have to be viewed as socially unjust.31 As a central
principle of the just shaping of processes of exchange with reference to
wages, performance-related justice thus calls for
‘[…] the shaping of remuneration in dependence on the counterperformance supplied in each case. […] With a view to the social implications,
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the consistent putting into practice of performance-related justice gives
rise to a social hierarchy which is not based on traditional privileges or
authoritarian decree, but rather answers to the personal work-related
choices of every individual citizen.’32
In the last two clauses of the quotation, it must be said, we find it
indicated that performance-related justice is more multi-faceted than may
at first appear. If the final outcome is to be accepted as just,
performance-related justice is associated with a premise of equality,
aimed at evening out differences of origin – equality of opportunity, in
other words. Equality of opportunity thus represents a precondition of
performance-based justice, and should guarantee the comparability of
individual performance – even if one can observe an infiltration of these
principles by the increasing focus on profit and business results in relation
to the remuneration of employment.33 But this very link between wage
justice and equality of opportunity has its place in the canon of values of
social justice, one which in addition to these two principles embraces at
least three further aspects of justice – namely needs-related justice,
distributive justice and justice between the generations.34
The principles of needs-related justice and distributive justice thus balance
out performance-related justice in such a way as to ensure the cohesion of
society and the upholding of human rights. Justice between the
generations meanwhile cuts across the levels just referred to, and calls for
these principles to be applied in such a way that relations between
different social age groups and future generations also be taken into
account.
Working conditions under which people live in relative poverty thus not
only violate the principles of distributive justice, but also by consequence
those of performance-related justice (often interpreted in a narrowly
economic sense):
‘The target dimensions of distributive and needs-related justice, as well as
of equality of opportunity, stand in a complementary relation to one
another. This being so, the continuous increase in public (and private)
poverty that has been witnessed for some time back in Germany and
many other industrial nations not only constitutes a violation of
distributive and needs-based justice but also amounts to a restriction of
equality of opportunity, without which, on the other hand, performancerelated justice would be inconceivable.’35
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Global justice and wage justice
With

global

justice

we

now

move

explicitly

into

a

transnational

perspective. A particular importance seems to attach to this in
consequence of globalisation, as it makes it possible for social justice to
engage with the novel conditions of a global economy. In recent years the
discussion of justice has essentially been fired by the problem of
worldwide poverty, and has concerned itself with the obligations to which
this gives rise. The debate can be broken down into two basically opposed
positions. Cosmopolitans focus their thinking on the individual, and
deduce far-ranging obligations incumbent on the individual towards people
living in absolute poverty. Particularists, on the other hand, refer to the
nation state as the primary reference object for justice, from which very
much more modest obligations of aid to non-citizens are inferred, while
they remain sceptical in relation to the transnationalisation of justice.36
For all their differences, however, we can say that on one point a fair
degree of unanimity prevails: the authors all conclude, generally with a
glance at the problems of global poverty, that the world in which we live is
unjust.37
Much greater justice is done to the conditions of progressive globalisation
and the transnationalisation of work and production processes by the
cosmopolitan position. Thomas Pogge, for example, argues that global
structures – which are for the most part determined by ‘the west’ – violate
the human rights of people living in absolute poverty.38 Such a point of
view also permits us to infer the injustice of working conditions and
practices which result in human beings living below the absolute poverty
threshold and being subjected to the violation of their fundamental human
rights, inasmuch as these working conditions receive additional support
from global structures and institutions. This, then, enables us to state as a
minimum requirement for global working conditions that they must make
it possible for people to lead a life that is out of the absolute poverty
bracket.
So we can now summarise our normative/ethical reflections by stating
that the call for a decent income can be justified in various ways. First of
all, based on the fact that there exist different links between gainful
employment and human rights which must be fulfilled if human dignity is
to be upheld. On the other hand, the demand for a humanly acceptable
income may be justified on the grounds that social conditions which result
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in poverty are unjust. They violate fundamental social standards of the
just society. In view of economic interdependencies worldwide, this is
increasingly becoming relevant in a global context as well.
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III

WHAT IS A DECENT INCOME?

Up to the present day there has not been any consistent definition of
decent income. In addition it needs to be stressed that such a definition
can never be objective, as it is always going to reflect the social balance of
power. A ready guideline may be found in statutory minimum wage levels,
which are based as a rule on the definition of an existential minimum
necessary for the maintenance of life. The factors commonly taken into
account in this connection are food and nutrition, housing, clothing, and a
basic measure of education, health care, child-rearing facilities
mobility.39 It appears in practice, however, that in many countries
statutory minimum wage is still far from being family-friendly. At
same time the rates calculated for the essential means of life

and
the
the
are

frequently set too low, and they are not adjusted to inflation as they
should be. Irregularly occurring extra expenses, such as may arise from
repairs or a child’s illness, are not covered by the calculation of a statutory
minimum wage either, and so can lead to existentially threatening crises.
Often the statutory minimum wage does not even permit a life above the
nationally defined poverty threshold. Different organisations therefore call
for alternative criteria for the definition of minimum wage amounts, in
distinction from statutory minimum wage levels (cf. also chapter V below).
Notwithstanding, in many cases statutory minimum wage levels represent
an important lower limit, which in view of its mandatory character can
prevent wages from declining into a bottomless pit.

III.1 PROBLEMS OF DEFINITION
In the context of the debate on globalisation, the demand for what is
referred to as ‘living wages’, or sometimes as ‘decent living wages’, has
come to be widely accepted. This demand focuses on the question what
income a worker and her family dependents need to live on. In German
we generally use the term existenzsichernder Lohn – ‘a wage ensuring the
means of existence’. It seems important to stress, however, that against
the background of the reflections on human dignity outlined above we
cannot just be concerned here with the bare maintenance of existence,
but rather with the facilitation of a life compatible with human dignity.
Sometimes we find the term ‘family wages’ used, in view of the frequent
- 19 -

necessity of looking after dependent family members. In view of the very
different situations of families and their dependants, on the other hand,
this concept too can only be generalised with difficulty. We prefer
therefore to speak of a ‘decent income’.
As was to be expected, however, there is no consensus on the question
what figure we should assign to this income basket. Just in view of the
frequently drastic fluctuations in the price of the essential means of life,
living requirements are subject to major short-term uncertainties. Then
too definitions of the poverty threshold, which are frequently adduced for
the purpose of determining a minimum income, have repeatedly been the
subject of heated controversy.40 The
finally, is also problematic in view of
justification for rejection of the call for
particular, have repeatedly argued

political
the fact
a decent
that in

character of wage levels,
that it is often used as a
wage. Many companies, in
view of the difficulties

quantification entails, the living wage approach is unsuitable as a basis for
wage demands.

III.2 ATTEMPTS AT A QUALITATIVE APPROACH
Independently of endeavours to determine wage amounts on a numerical
basis, there have also been widespread attempts at the qualitative
description of what we may understand the meaning of a decent wage to
be. Starting with various local movements, above all in the USA, this
approach was then picked up and further developed at global level by civil
rights organisations and groups known as ‘multi-stakeholder initiatives’
dedicated to the improvement of working conditions in the global value
creation chain.
The Fair Wear Foundation (FWF), a Dutch initiative committed to
upholding social standards in the global value creation chain of its
European member companies, defines the wage standard it advocates as
follows:
‘Wages and benefits paid for a standard working week shall meet at least
legal or industry minimum standards and always be sufficient to meet
basic needs of workers and their families and to provide some
discretionary income (cf. ILO Conventions 26 and 131). Deductions from
wages for disciplinary measures shall not be permitted nor shall any
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deductions from wages not provided for by national law be permitted.
Deductions shall never constitute an amount that will lead the employee
to receive less than the minimum wage. Employees shall be adequately
and clearly informed about the specification of their wages, including wage
rates and pay period.’41
Various other definitions, such as the Ethical Trading Initiative and the
SA8000 Social Standard, offer different formulations but still cover
comparable aspects. Some include further specifications emphasising that
the working week on which payment is based should not amount to more
than 48 hours, in keeping with ILO standards. In some cases the
minimum essential goods for which a wage is supposed to be adequate
are described in greater detail.
On this basis we can identify certain key components which are included
in current definitions as minimum criteria.
A decent income, accordingly, comprises a net wage…
−

which is earned in a working week within the statutory maximum
weekly working hours, in no case more than 48 hours;

−

which is sufficient to satisfy the basic material needs of an average
family, covering food, housing, energy, health care, education, child
care and mobility;

−

which allows the possibility of making basic provisions for the future
through savings (e.g. 10 percent of the family income).42
In addition, against the background of the human rights outlined
above, we can say that a decent income

−

must comprise an appropriate minimum for participation in social and
cultural life, depending on the local conditions.

There are divergent views on the question whether the aspects described
above are complete, or are already too all-embracing and excessively
detailed. And of course we are necessarily going to be confronted with the
question when the expectations described here can be seen as having
been fulfilled. Besides a context-independent minimal definition, then, it
seems important to do justice to the difficulty of fixing an amount, as well
as allowing for the fact that wages have a socio-political significance as
well as an economic one, by moving the wage-setting process more into
the centre of the debate. Only in situations where appropriate procedures
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exist for wage negotiation can a decent income be realised permanently
and in the long term. The amount of wages is thus closely connected with
the assurance of other human rights in connection with work, such as
freedom of association and freedom of negotiation. On the other hand
other work standards, like the limitation of overtime hours and measures
against discrimination, will also remain insufficient so long as the wage
issue is left out of consideration.43
Why has it not been possible to date to realise a decent income in the
context of globalisation? In spite of the far-reaching consensus with
regard to the unacceptability of the existing situation, what makes it so
difficult to bring improvements about?
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IV

GLOBAL OBSTACLES TO THE REALISATION
OF A DECENT INCOME

A glance at the debate on corporate responsibility and working standards
in the global economy shows that while there is a lot of discussion about a
wage sufficient to maintain life, the attempt to realise such a wage has
been largely unsuccessful to date. For example, the clothing company Levi
Strauss & Co. resigned from the UK’s Ethical Trading Initiative on the
grounds that the required implementation of ‘living wages’ in its supplier
firms was not possible.44 It seems as if even those transnational corporate
groups which in principle acknowledge the obligation of a decent income
have so far hardly found effective ways and means of implementing it in
their global value creation chains – or perhaps have no serious interest in
doing so. This circumstance first of all points to the fact, quite simply, that
on a global scale we are still very far from the realisation of decent
incomes. And secondly, it also shows that the wages question affects key
corporate interests in the context of global value creation, and cannot be
separated from other important aspects of social responsibility. Realisation
of a decent wage thus calls for a far-ranging restructuring of the
organisation of global value creation chains, or else for comprehensive
approaches to the removal of structural obstacles in the global economy.
We would like to outline four of these obstacles in what follows. First, the
national implementation of decent working conditions comes up against its
limits, above all in view of the prevailing focus on worldwide location
competition. Secondly, wage costs in companies are often seen as a
‘flexible leftover’ and so are subject to particular cost pressures. At the
same time, thirdly, the trade union organisation of the workers is in many
cases ineffective or does not exist at all. These problems, fourthly, are
exacerbated by a high proportion of informal work in globalised production
chains, work that stands in a relation of dynamic interaction with the
formal conditions of gainful employment. Companies often slide into the
informal economy in order to cut their costs.
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IV.1 LOCATION COMPETITION AND THE THREAT OF
RELOCATION

Especially the developing and threshold countries, as they have come to
be known, find themselves confronted with the necessity of creating
favourable conditions for investors. Both in the industrial nations, and
above all in the countries of eastern and southern Asia, whose economies
are heavily characterised by the mass production of global consumer
goods like clothing and electronic products, this leads to fierce competition
for the most favourable conditions of production. The potential threat of
relocation by multinational companies has contributed to a downward
spiral, especially in those areas where the state can intervene directly to
create ‘favourable’ conditions for foreign investors. So not only have many
countries developed into ‘tax oases’ for transnational corporate groups, we
also find they have national minimum wages which lie well below the
existential minimum. In Bangladesh, for example, where around 2.5
million people work in textile and clothing factories, the minimum wage –
after a drastic increase in 2010 – is now around 58 USD (in terms of
purchasing power parity) per month.45 Even these modest standards,
moreover, are not always observed. In the service sector as well we find
equally low wages. Ironically enough, it is now often the brand firms
confronted by civil protests who call for governments to raise minimum
wage levels. But even these demands are generally still below the level of
the living wage envisaged by civil initiatives.
In Germany, relocation with a view to reducing wage costs is above all
viewed as a problem in terms of domestic unemployment levels. But this
is also associated with fatal consequences for the question of decent
incomes. So on the one hand an awareness of the competition for cheap
wages has led in Germany to a further increase in wage pressures in
many industries. On the other, employment has lately been moving from
regions with properly functioning industrial relations to regions with
defective worker representation and a high proportion of informal labour.
The position of the workforce is structurally weakened as a result.
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IV.2 WAGES AS A ‘FLEXIBLE LEFTOVER’ OF PRODUCTION COSTS
The wage pressure resulting from location competition is above all
rendered more persistent by the fact that wages, in comparison with all
other production costs, are viewed as a kind of ‘flexible leftover’.46
Companies on the whole find it very much easier to make savings in the
wages department than in the procurement of necessary raw materials,
say, where the price is little subject to the influence of individual
companies. As in view of global competition companies are competing for
attractive orders from major brand firms, they frequently make offers that
do not cover their production costs. Besides the macroeconomic level of
competition for the ‘best’ location in wage terms, we thus also find a
constant tendency on the microeconomic level towards the depression of
wages by supply firms. This tendency has increased markedly in
connection with mass goods such as clothing and electronics, and even
agricultural products, as the ever greater concentration of market power
in the hands of the big brand firms and falling prices in consumer
countries result in rising cost pressures on the supplier. This frequently
results in a dynamic of the ‘survival of the cheapest’.47
Let us illustrate this by a look at the development of factory costs for the
manufacture of T-shirts, which well illustrates the massive pressure on
production costs and so also and above all on the cost of wages:

Fig. 1:

Factory price changes in the production of cotton shirts
between 1994 and2004:

Source: Merk, J. (2009), p. 32.

In this situation of falling prices, demands for wage increases meet with
considerable resistance. Even dominant brand companies frequently
argue, against this background of intense competition, that wage rises in
the lower links of the value creation chain, taking into account the profit
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margins of the various suppliers and intermediate dealers, would result in
a selling price for the finished clothing product which would no longer be
competitive. The prices achieved in the context of transnational value
creation are moreover far from transparent. In the clothing and textile
production industry, for example, one-off purchase prices are frequently
agreed while the wage costs remain hidden from the view of the
purchasing company.

IV.3 WEAK TRADE UNION ORGANISATION
It is an obvious approach, in connection with the question of wages, to
point to the role of industrial relations and negotiations between the social
partners. It has been demonstrated that the institutionalised
representation of the workforce is the most effective way to date of
avoiding wages incompatible with human dignity.48 But this too is
associated with another key problem in the context of the globalised
economy. The increasing fragmentation of global value creation makes
workers dependent on corporate policy in widely different parts of the
world. The wage and purchasing policies of German companies, for
example, which have an effect all the way down the global value creation
chain, are for the most part not susceptible to the influence of German
trade unions. At the same time, trade unions in the producing countries,
like China and the countries of southeast Asia, are often poorly organised,
lacking in independence or completely nonexistent. We are only just
seeing gradual beginnings in the direction of setting up transnational
forms of worker representation.49 The fragmentary division of labour is
exacerbated by the perception of sharp differences within the workforce
(based on nationality, ethnicity, social standing, language etc.) right the
way along the global value creation chain.50
In addition to this, works councils and trade unions at local level are often
actively suppressed. Trade union members may be dismissed or
threatened with violence. For many workers, the inhuman working hours
alone represent an obstacle to trade union involvement. Also the
widespread discrimination against women, responsible for the greater part
of the work in the lower links of the value creation chain, militates against
any effective self-organisation. Thus trade union work is often regarded as
‘men’s business’,51 and many female workers suffer from multidimensional
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structural discrimination, as is the case with immigrants.52 In principle this
applies both to factories and to large sectors of agricultural labour.53 So
the question of wages is closely connected with the lack of trade union
freedom worldwide, nor can it be viewed in isolation from prevailing forms
of discrimination against social groups, especially women.

IV.4 INFORMALISATION OF GAINFUL EMPLOYMENT
The structural obstacles to the realisation of appropriate wages are
exacerbated by the high and growing proportion of informal labour in
global value creation chains. The informal economy is generally taken to
include all those sectors that exist outside statutory prescription and so
are to a great extent unprotected. Here workers are frequently
unregistered either by trade union activities or by government measures
for the enforcement of appropriate wave levels.54 Many members of the
workforce even have the status of worker denied them (e.g. in temporary
positions, fictitious self-employment or slave labour). This makes it even
more difficult to enforce a decent income and to scrutinise actual wage
standards. Then too there is the problem that in areas where minimum
wage levels are actively enforced and more strictly controlled, by official
workplace inspections and the like, there is a dangerous tendency for
gainful employment to be shifted into the informal sector. Many value
creation chains can hardly any longer be traced right down to the bottom
link in the chain, as they are characterised by geographically scattered
work in the home and other kinds of informal employment.
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V

APPROACHES FOR THE REALISATION OF
DECENT INCOMES

In what follows we will describe some approaches aimed at countering the
political and economic challenges outlined above. Here we will first of all
give an account of the discussion about the possibilities of mandatory
international regulation by the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the
ILO, as well as efforts being made on EU level. After that we will refer to
two examples of ways in which civil initiatives endeavour to present an
alternative approach to combating the wage problem in the global
economy, and we will also emphasise the importance of representing the
interests of workers in the informal economy.

V.1

MANDATORY INTERNATIONAL REGULATION

In view of the global dimension of the wage problem, the increasing
international ramifications of institutions and world trade and the
economic importance of decent conditions of work, it is an obvious
approach to call for a humanly decent income to be enshrined in
mandatory international regulations. In principle, this would be possible in
both political and economic terms.
An approach towards this kind of international underpinning would be the
incorporation of social standards in the existing world trade regime.
Against this background, the late 1990s saw an increasingly intensive
discussion by the WTO of the option of ‘social clauses’.55 This would open
up the possibility of enforcing trade sanctions against countries failing to
comply with work standards. Such a development would do justice to the
fact that the comparatively strong sanctions mechanism of the WTO does
not just have to be one-sidedly used in the interests of free trade, but
could also be used as a means for realising the ideal of decent work. An
international regulatory framework would moreover act to counter location
competition worldwide, which frequently makes it more difficult to enforce
working standards, and so also meet the often heard argument that
companies are unable to pay decent wages because of global competition
and the lack of a level playing field.
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The idea of incorporating social clauses in the WTO’s regulations,
however, has also called forth much criticism in the past. It has been
argued, for instance, that by overstepping its mandate the WTO could be
landing itself with a legitimacy problem. Moreover it is held unlikely that
social clauses would actually be applied, or sanctions imposed, in relation
to strong trading partners like India or China; such measures, it is
thought, would be more likely to be inflicted one-sidedly, above all on
states of no significance in commercial political terms. Then too, the call
for social clauses has been objected to in some quarters as being a form
of ‘hidden protectionism’. In addition to this, there are concerns that if the
WTO were committed to internationally acknowledged working standards
this would lead to extreme reluctance on the part of governments to ratify
them. In view of this last argument above all, some ILO representatives
have actually spoken out against the idea of social clauses being
formulated by the WTO.56
In view of the controversial nature of the issue as we have described it
above, it has not been possible to date to enforce an international trading
regime based on social standards, and social clauses have only been
adopted thus far by bilateral trading agreements in a very hesitant
fashion. The political clout of international institutions thus remains very
much greater when it is a matter of free trade than when the enforcement
of decent working conditions is at stake.
An alternative to the incorporation of social clauses in the WTO might lie
in strengthening the sanctions mechanisms of the ILO. While there have
already been far-ranging approaches to the insistence on standards in the
ILO system, the ILO is very much less effective when it comes to the
implementation of standards than is the WTO. There has only been one
case in the history of the organisation – a case of persistent forced labour
in Myanmar – where the toughest form of sanctions, based on article 33 of
the ILO’s statutes, came to be applied, after legal proceedings had been
brought before the International Criminal Court. This shows that
mandatory enforcement is altogether a possibility, though it is only likely
to be put into practice in the most serious and unambiguous cases.57 The
organisation tends instead rather to rely on efforts towards long-term
improvement based on technological cooperation. In addition the ILO is
concerned with the mandatory and universal importance of fundamental
working rights, which it has emphasised by its formulation of key working
conditions. These apply to all member states without any need of
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ratification, and annual reports have to be submitted showing how the
conditions are being met. The ILO has also increasingly focused on a more
general approach to ‘decent work’, in hope that such a more far-ranging
and development-oriented idea will have better chance of reaching people
who have not benefited from official working standards in the past, like
those in the informal economy.58
Alongside endeavours by international organisations at global level
towards the creation of a mandatory regulatory framework, the
introduction of mandatory minimum wage thresholds would also be
conceivable at regional level, in the EU in particular. Although no universal
minimum wage exists in Germany to date, in many European countries
minimum wage regulations have long been an established fact. At the
same time, the range of minimum wages in EU member states is extreme.
Whereas the statutory minimum hourly wage in Bulgaria in the year 2011
came to 1.43 Euro (based on purchasing power parity), in Luxembourg it
was 8.39 Euro. In view of the fact that background conditions in the two
countries are widely divergent, the introduction of a consistent European
minimum wage in the form of a monetary value would be difficult to
imagine. At the same time it is a feature of both countries that relative
poverty is measured on the national scale as a percentage of the average
income. Thus a European yardstick, in the form of a certain percentage of
the net average income, would be a conceivable option. There have been
calls for this from civil society for some years. 59
A comparison of minimum wages in the EU does also show, however, that
the member states frequently fail to live up to the social standards they
have themselves dictated. In many European countries the minimum
wage only represents a ‘poverty wage’, and so violates article 4 of the
European Social Charter. This calls for a ‘just wage’, which in turn has
been defined by the European Committee for Social Rights of the
European Council as at least 60 percent of the average net wage. Malta
and France are the only two European countries currently meeting this
standard, though the Scandinavian countries – Denmark, Sweden and
Norway – show a comparatively high wage level as a result of a
universally applied tariff system, even without any statutory regulation of
the minimum wage. The situation in Germany, on the other hand, where
we find neither a statutory minimum wage nor any such seamless system
of tariffs, is declared by the Committee to be in violation of article 4.60
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With the support of players from civil society, the European parliament
thus also pressed in 2008 for EU regulations with a view to setting the
European minimum wage at 60 percent of the average net wage (if
appropriate, by other measures as well as statutory regulations).61
In addition to calls for a mandatory minimum wage, some trade unions
have also stressed the cartel law aspect of the lack of social standards. In
the food industry above all, there have been demands for measures under
cartel law to combat the dominance of just a few trading chains. These, it
is argued, place enormous pressure on supply companies, which in turn
makes it difficult to enforce appropriate social standards.
In view of the inadequacy of binding regulations in this field to date, other
approaches for the realisation of working standards have increasingly
come into being. These on the whole are less binding, and so are
frequently regarded as a ‘second best’ solution with an eye to existing
regulatory loopholes in the international system. We would like to give a
brief outline in the next section of two civil society initiatives of this kind,
along with their goals and their problems.

V.2

A REGIONAL APPROACH:
THE ASIA FLOOR WAGE CAMPAIGN

The Asia Floor Wage Campaign (AFW) is an initiative incorporating more
than 60 labour law organisations and trade unions in Asia, the USA and
Europe. It is dedicated to the enforcement of regional wage levels in the
Asian textiles and clothing industry. The AFW’s regional wage proposals
have been applied hitherto to the countries of Bangladesh, China,
Indonesia, Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Thailand. The AFW thus pursues a
kind of regional tariff-based approach, with the aim of reducing location
competition between these countries and preventing the drastic
depression of wages. This regional orientation does however entail the
problem that a whole range of different contexts – including inequalities in
terms of development, pricing and wage levels – needs to be taken into
account.
The AFW’s proposal for the definition of a minimum wage is composed of
two equal elements – ‘expenses for foodstuffs’ and ‘expenses for other
basic needs’ such as clothing, housing, social security, education and
savings. The wage must moreover be earned in a working week not in
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excess of 48 working hours. The cost of foodstuffs is determined at local
level in each case, and is then – as the AFW wage is a family wage –
multiplied by three consumption units (totalling two adults plus two
children). In considering ‘expenses for other basic needs’, the result is
once again doubled. Based on the ‘subsistence wage’ computed in this
way for the different countries, the participating organisations agreed on
the joint demand for an Asia Floor Wage with a purchasing power parity of
USD 475 for the year 2009.62
In some cases, however, this demand represents many times the
statutory minimum wage prescribed at national level – in Bangladesh,
more than sixfold – which has the result that the AFW’s demands are
viewed as unrealistic by the majority of companies. At the same time the
AFW’s approach is an interesting one, with a view to weakening regional
competition between workers in Asia in the long term, as well as opposing
international wage standards
necessities of globalisation.

V.3

to

the

frequently

invoked

economic

A PRAGMATIC APPROACH:
THE ‘WAGE LADDER’ OF JO-IN

Another approach is to be seen in the Wage Ladder developed in the Joint
Initiative for Corporate Accountability and Workers Rights (JO-IN) by
various multi-stakeholder organisations in the clothing and textiles
industry. The Wage Ladder is a simple tool for the correlation of different
wages, so creating a basis for the comparison of wage levels in complex
global value creation chains. The Fair Wear Foundation (FWF), for
example, is currently working with this approach, with the aim of
negotiating suitable target wage levels with the supplier firms involved.
The Ladder presents a diagram showing different wage amounts in
comparison with one another. These might be the statutory minimum
wage, the average wage for the industry, or indeed the Asia Floor Wage.
The current wage paid by the company in question is then shown in
relation to these wage variables. This gives workers and management a
graphic illustration of where their factory stands in relation to wage
standards, and what wage amounts might realistically be aimed at within
feasible planning horizons. In an ideal case scenario, this would give
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employers, workers, trade unions and multi-stakeholder organisations a
basis for entering into constructive negotiations.
This approach, then, is an attempt to reach the goal of a sufficient living
wage in dependence on actual wages in the given context – a goal to be
approached gradually on the basis of continuous improvement. In
addition, the Wage Ladder also offers the possibility of linking wage
amounts with discrimination aspects. For example, men’s and women’s
wages can be presented separately in relation to the ‘target variables’.
Use of the Wage Ladder is becoming increasingly widespread. Thus the
World Banana Forum developed a ladder for plantations, and there have
been similar endeavours in connection with tea-picking.63
Criticism of this approach focuses above all on its open and nonmandatory character – as a result of which even minimal wages can
appear to be justified.

V.4

FOSTERING THE SELF-ORGANISATION OF PERSONS
IN PRECARIOUS AND INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT

Effective self-organisation and representation of workers’ interests are still
faced with major challenges, especially for those workers whose working
situation is informal and precarious. Self-organisation and representation
are however crucial for facilitating the improvement of the wage situation
and working conditions as a whole. In view of the international dimensions
of the economy and the increasing informality of gainful employment,
various trade unions and civil society initiatives in recent years have
endeavoured to promote suitable forms of worker self-organisation going
beyond the traditional and for the most part national trade union
organisation. A particularly well-known example of this is the Self
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India, founded in the early
seventies as a trade union for informally employed women, above all in
the textiles industry. Today the organisation also offers a wide range of
services to self-employed women, most of them working from home – for
instance, the offer of microcredits and microinsurance. In Europe too
there have been attempts to improve representation of the interests of
persons in precarious employment. In 2004 the industrial trade union IG
BAU (Bauen, Agrar, Umwelt = Construction, Agriculture, Environment)
founded the Europäischer Verband der Wanderarbeiter (EVW) [European
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Migrant Workers’ Union], with a view to facilitating the self-organisation of
migrant workers, above all those coming from eastern Europe. In view of
the small numbers of workers joining the organisation, however, IG BAU
has
now
transformed
it
into
the
Europäischer
Verein
für
Wanderarbeiterfragen [European Association for Migrant Worker Issues],
which now functions as an aid organisation under IG BAU auspices.
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B

POSITION STATEMENT AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR ACTION

The demand for a decent income is more topical today than ever. Partly as
a result of progressive globalisation, the wages of dependent workers
have increasingly reached a point of crisis and in some cases represent
massive violations of human rights. On the one hand workers in the low
wage countries, as they are generally known, find themselves faced with
hunger wages which in spite of frequently inhuman working conditions and
excessive overtime hours still are in many cases insufficient to support life
above the absolute poverty threshold. On the other hand, workers in our
own country and national trade unions find themselves confronted with
the argument of competition emanating from these producing countries.
Worldwide location competition and high levels of unemployment are
resulting in a permanent scenario of threat in the industrial countries of
today, as a result of which demands for a fair wage have very much less
chance of being heard. The dramatic growth in the low wages has had the
result that even in Germany more and more people are living in poverty
even though they are employed. While the forms of poverty in these two
contexts differ in their proportions, significantly in some cases, they both
nonetheless represent a violation of human dignity and a gross moral
injustice. This is clearly the case both from the angle of human rights and
in terms of various different definitions of what constitutes justice.
The issue of wages, meanwhile, is inseparably connected with other key
social problems of globalisation, especially that of sexual discrimination. In
addition, people working for minimum wages are as a rule subject to
violation of their rights in other fundamental ways as well. Stigmatisation
and the lack of opportunity to take part in social and cultural life lead to
life situations incompatible with human dignity, which are closely
connected with the issue of wages. These are then made even worse by
the increasingly precarious nature of work in all parts of the world. The
link between the wage issue and other key social problems thus suggests
a demand for coherent political planning.
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In an age where work is becoming increasingly flexible and informal,
attention needs to be paid to the basic conditions for training, education
and the acquisition of qualifications, especially for disadvantaged groups
and those at risk.
The problems to be observed are not just restricted to highly globalised
industrial sectors, like the clothing industry for instance. Agricultural work
today also in many cases forms part of transnational value creation
chains, and so is faced with comparable challenges. Even in sectors where
the transnationalisation of production is not yet so far advanced, workers
find themselves confronted with growing wage pressures in view of global
or regional competition. So we find equally unacceptable wage levels and
working conditions in the various sectors of the service industry as well.
We can also see high levels of informal work, the lack of worker
participation and various forms of discrimination as constituting higherorder problems of the global economy.
At the same time, the deplorable states of affairs outlined above recede
into the background in current wage debates, which are frequently
dominated by narrowly restricted arguments based on productivity and
performance. We point to this problem with an eye to certain crucially
important political and economic problems, which stand in the way of the
realisation of appropriate wages in the context of the global economy. In
this Guide we have endeavoured to bring the marginalised aspects of the
debate into the foreground. In spite of the necessary brevity of the
exposition, we offer here an alternative normative understanding of the
‘economic necessities’ of current wage policies in the context of
globalisation, one to which working people themselves are central.
Notwithstanding the widespread perception of global injustice, no effective
forms have as yet emerged on international level for the regulation of the
issue of wages. While on the global level there has been controversial
debate on the integration of social clauses with the world trading system,
at regional level it still has not yet been possible to enforce any binding
minimum wage standards. As an alternative approach, this sector has
been dominated by initiatives resting on voluntary participation.
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The above-mentioned obstacles to the realisation of decent incomes also
highlight more than ever the central importance of effective trade union
representation.
Here it can be seen that innovative forms of transnational trade union
work along the length of global value creation chains, though they may be
difficult to realise, are nonetheless essential for the future of effective
worker representation. Only solidarity between workers across national
frontiers can ensure the socially enlightened shaping of wage policies in
the context of fragmented production and working conditions. Here crossborder structures, as in the framework of transnational and global trade
union associations, global corporate group works councils and regulatory
international conventions, constitute important points of departure.
Cooperation between trade unions and other civil society players under
the auspices of multi-stakeholder initiatives represents a highly promising
possibility for engaging with this international and cross-cultural
challenge. Above all local groups (especially women’s groups) should be
actively involved. In view of their Christian social ethics, their powerful
transnational networking and their worldwide mobilisation potential,
church organisations have an important part to play here.
When it comes to formulating demands for the shaping of wages, we can
conclude that it is drastically important to cast doubt on narrowly
economic arguments based on worker productivity, in the interest of
emphasising widely divergent aspects of the wage debate. Not only is the
argument from productivity on closer inspection found to be problematic
in view of the fact that the question of wage increases is only assessed in
the light of relative increases in productivity, without any scrutiny of the
overall ratio of wages to corporate profits. As a rule the question of what
would be a fair or unfair share of work in the GDP is meanwhile not
discussed. Likewise the question of the massive inequality of the
negotiation process between workers and the company, and the unequal
distribution of income and opportunity, is all too often marginalised in
today’s wage debates, on the grounds of market-based ‘factor price
formation’.
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Here we are concerned with central questions relating to the future of
labour and a sustainable employment policy, and so with the equitable
shaping of society as a whole. In the last resort human dignity dictates
that these aspects be acknowledged as no less valid and important factors
than the necessity of corporate profits and the freedom to select a
location.
Ensuring that all working people have a decent income is an important
component for the implementation of ethical and economic standards of
work in keeping with human dignity in the globalised world.
The trade unions and the church are committed to this aim and have
formulated here recommendations for action to political players,
institutions and decision-makers, both in economically well-off countries
which still have a high proportion of formal industry, and in countries
where work is for the most part on an informal footing.

The governments of the international community of nations…
…should explicitly commit themselves, in keeping with the human rights
obligations which they have entered into in the context of international
organisations and regional alliances, to a politics which pursues the
enforcement of the ideal of a decent income on both national and global
level.
…should publicly condemn the payment of incomes incompatible with
human dignity in the context of the production chains of transnational
companies, and as far as possible intervene to regulate the situation,
possibly on the basis of cooperation with the ILO.
…should, in the light of Millennium Development Goals 1 (abolition of
extreme poverty and creation of decent work) and 8 (establishment of a
worldwide development partnership), provide
ensuring the payment of decent incomes.
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mutual

assistance

in

The German federal government and other OECD countries…
…should observe the requirements of political consistency in the light of
their human right obligations. This applies in a cross-departmental sense
to both economic and social policy, as well as to health policy, education,
development and foreign relations. Greater political attention needs to be
dedicated to the theme of decent income.
…should, under the auspices of bilateral trading agreements, international
cooperation and the promotion of foreign trade, pay greater attention to
the requirement of a decent income, and should endeavour also to
promote this ideal outside their own territory in keeping with their human
rights obligations.
…should, under the auspices of support given to companies and the
promotion of corporate social responsibility initiatives, pay greater
attention to decent incomes as an aspect of the global value creation
chain.
…should, in addition to considering issues of economic viability and
procedural transparency, make social standards (including the payment of
decent incomes) into firm criteria for public procurement and the award of
contracts.
…should in their foreign policy, in accordance with the dictates of human
rights, commit themselves to international cooperation for the
establishment of mandatory standards with reference to a wage level that
ensures human dignity and an income in keeping with human rights.
...should introduce a minimum wage across the board in Germany in all
areas where parties to tariff agreements are not in a position to agree, on
the basis of tariff negotiations, to a decent income such as would make it
possible for workers and their families to lead a life of human dignity.
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In particular, the European Union …
…should assume a pioneering role on global level for the enforcement of
decent incomes, and make a clear political statement to this effect. A
starting point here would be the incorporation of this ideal in the recently
published CSR strategy of the European Commission.

…should approve a mandatory requirement which would oblige member
states to determine wage levels above the relative poverty threshold
through the statutory enforcement of a minimum wage sufficient to live
on, as a standard which individual and collective agreements are
compelled to observe.
…should adopt social clauses in trading agreements which would observe
the requirement of decent incomes.
…should urge its member states to take appropriate measures in their
promotion of foreign trade as well as in bilateral trading agreements.
…should refrain from violating the fundamental principles of a decent
income even in a time of financial and debt crisis.

Companies (including transnational companies)…
…should take appropriate measures in their supplier chains for the
enforcement of decent wages. Such measures should also be incorporated
in their own purchasing policies. This should also include an assurance of
transparency in relation to their own purchasing policies.
…should work towards the implementation of appropriate measures at
national, regional and global level in the interest of bringing about a level
playing field based on a sense of responsibility.
…should respect the right to freedom of organisation and tariff
negotiations in their firms and in the value creation chains by which they
are supplied, and should commit themselves to the encouragement of
social dialogue in their producing and trading countries.
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Trade unions, organisations representing the workforce at
company and corporate group level and civil society
organisation and church organisations…
…should pursue more energetically approaches leading to organisation,
above all self-organisation, both in the formal and in the informal
economy, in order to meet the challenges of globalisation, e.g. by
countering the national depression of wages as a result of global location
competition by setting up transnational forms of organisation, regional
approaches to a solution and cross-border initiatives. This should also be
done under the auspices of multi-stakeholder initiatives with the
involvement of local groups.
…should lend each other mutual support
acknowledging the specific tasks of each.

in

the

social

dialogue,

...should in discussion with governments jointly engage with themes that
have implications for development policy and human rights, with a view to
the promotion of socially equitable peace.
…should exercise their power at company and corporate group level to
enforce humane working conditions and decent income at their foreign
locations in the supply chain.
...should strengthen international solidarity by extending the scope of
international cooperation and exchange.
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