
decent   work 
&  Living   wage

In the past 20 years neo-liberal globalisation has forced de-regulation of labour markets, increased the power 
and movement of capital and resulted in lower real wages, higher profits, increased inequality and diminished 
labour power.  It has also significantly redefined women’s work. Asia’s growth is due primarily to an increase in 
the availability of women’s cheap and exploitable labour. While women’s labour market participation has grown, 
the conditions and wages that the majority of women workers receive are below subsistence. Minimum wages 
are insufficient, especially with privatisation of social services and withering social protection. The failure to 
increase minimum wage has allowed the gap between minimum wage and the average wage to grow and the gap 
between minimum wage and GDP to also grow. Asia continues to have the highest gender pay gap in the world, 
and the majority of women work in employment that lacks basic security, benefits, and safe working conditions.1 

Decent work and a living wage are human rights. Advocating for decent work encompasses the 
following four elements2:

Right to full employment: all people have the 
right to work. National labour policies should aim 
to provide dignified, local employment and and 
sustainable livelihoods.

Rights at work, including a Living Wage: 
Workers rights include the right to just and 
favourable conditions, days off, 8 hour days, non-
discrimination and living wages for them and their 
families, amongst others

Social Protection: workers should have safe 
working conditions, adequate free time and rest, 
access to benefits like healthcare, pension, and 
parental leave, among many others. 

Social Dialogue: workers should be able to 
exercise workplace democracy through their unions 
and negotiate their workplace conditions as well as 
national and international labour and development 
policies.
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Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD)
189/3 Changklan Road, Amphoe Muang
Chiang Mai 50100, Thailand
Phone: (66) 53 284527, 284856
Fax: (66) 53 280847
E-mail address: apwld@apwld.org 
http://www.apwld.org

ADVOCATE !

AMPLIFY !

MOBILIZE !

1	  United Nations, The Millenium Development Goals Report (2009);UN Women, Report of the Expert Group Meeting on Structural and Policy Constraints in 
Achieving the MDGs for Women and Girls (2013 )8.
2	 ILO. Decent Work Agenda http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/decent-work-agenda/lang--de/index.htm

What can you do? 
Fair and just conditions of work, including living wages, are essential to Development Justice. Transforming 
development requires a transformation of labour practices, it is particularly imperative to articulate 
measures for decent work and living wages that apply to informal sectors and migrant workers.

A common living wage or floor wage would have multiple development benefits for workers but also for the 
economy. Many companies are wary of adopting a living wage for fear it will mean being priced out of the 
market.  Universal calculations for living wages would prevent capital flight in search of the lowest possible 
labour conditions. Living wages also stimulate domestic markets and increase much needed tax revenue.

We need coordinated global actions to advance decent work and living wage.  Join us on the Global Campaign 
for Decent Work and Living Wage!

The final negotiations for the Post-2015 Development Agenda is scheduled for July 2015. We need to hold our 
governments accountable and influence their position in the intergovernmental fora. 

Set up a meeting with women machineries 
and the ministry of foreign affairs in your 
country. Shape your governments input 
into the Post-2015 process by stressing the 
need for a Living Wage target.

Consider hosting a workshop or street 
theatre to raise awareness, reach out to 
already established wage campaigns to co-
organize actions. Coordinate actions with 
your organization and with unions. May 1st 
is a perfect time to do this. 

Engage media outlets by writing an opinion piece or invite 
them to cover a media stunt, disseminate campaign materials 
through social media and reach out to larger audiences about 
the campaign for Decent Work and Living Wage.

For more information or to let us know about your work please contact us at Leanne@apwld.org

Further Resources: 
•	 The Road to Development Justice Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1I2cEDbIW04
•	 Development Justice Briefer: http://apwld.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/five-pillars-onepage2.pdf
•	 APWLD Post-2015 Phone App: https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=org.apwld.stateofplay&hl=en
•	 Clean Clothes Campaign: http://www.cleanclothes.org/livingwage/living-wage-versus-minimum-wage
•	 Asia Floor Wage Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTn8jD2GcRA



Why does it matter to women in the region?
Women workers comprise the majority in the garment industry, service industries and agricultural subsistence 
farming.  And the majority of women workers in Asia continue to be employed in ‘vulnerable employment’. 3  
Domestic work is the most common occupation for women in Asia, accounting for one-third of all waged female 
employment and employing 21.5 million people, of which approximately 80% are women.4  It remains to be among 
the lowest paid, least valued, and least organized sector. 

In the Asia Pacific region, the average real wage growth between 2006 and 2011 as reported in the ILO Global 
Wage Report shows a positive trend. However, if China is excluded from the data then it shows a different picture. 
The estimates show that for 2011 the growth rate would be 5%, but after excluding China the rate falls to minus 
0.9%.5  Wage setting mechanisms have historically devalued women’s work and assumed women do not require 
wages sufficient to support dependents. Additionally, because women are more likely to work in informal sectors 
they are more vulnerable to exploitation, discrimination and dangerous working conditions. The status of decent 
work for women is also exacerbated by the burden of unpaid care work. Gender norms and patriarchal inequalities 
force women to shoulder the unpaid activities required to care for others through cooking, cleaning, taking care of 
children, the ill and the elderly in addition to their paid work. In the most vulnerable sectors and within the home, 
global economic growth has been achieved by increasing the labour burden on women. 

!USD 1.25 per day 
is NOT a living wage!

Living Wage is part of the Decent Work agenda and it is a wage that can support a family to live in dignity. A living 
wage should be calculated on the costs of a basket of goods that would include sufficient calories for a family 
(using the local dietary habits) and a similar amount for non-food costs including housing, and clothing, energy 
and material goods. Living wages should accommodate for the multiple forms of family, the reality of care work 
that women often provide for children, extended family and other dependents. 

The Millennium Development Goals used the starvation rate of USD1.25PPP per day to measure wage poverty. 
Using this measurement and simultaneously targeting productivity increases, the goals contributed to the 
freezing of real wages and increasing inequality. Poverty wages force workers to work lengthy hours of overtime, to 
forgo health and safety standards, to go into debt, to sacrifice their families’ education, health and well-being. 

What is the status of the issue in the post-2015 
negotiations?

In the Open Working Group Proposed Sustainable 
Development Goals, Decent Work is hidden in Goal 8: 
‘Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work 
for all’. It is concerning to see the merger of Decent Work 
with growth. It also positions decent work as a result of 
growth rather than an obligation. Decent work and wages 
were also mentioned in the following targets: 

Target 8.3: promote development-oriented policies 
that support productive activities, decent job creation, 
entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and 
encourage formalization and growth of micro-, small- and 
medium-sized enterprises including through access to 
financial services

Target 8.5 by 2030 achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work for all women and men, 
including for young people and persons with disabilities, 
and equal pay for work of equal value

Target 8.8: protect labour rights and promote safe and 
secure working environments of all workers, including 
migrant workers, particularly women migrants, and those 
in precarious employment

The additional reference in Goal 10: Reduce inequality 
within and among countries could be used to advocate 
for living wage indicators:

Target 10.1 by 2030 progressively achieve and sustain 
income growth of the bottom 40% of the population at a 
rate higher than the national average

Target 10.4 adopt policies especially fiscal, wage, and 
social protection policies and progressively achieve 
greater equality These targets needs significant work to 
develop indicators, but the way to achieving equality is 
through living wage. 

The Seceratary General’s Synthesis Report focused on 
access to employment but does not refer to the essential 
elements of rights at work nor social dialogue. However, 
it is refreshing to see that the Synthesis Report referred 
to a living wage which should be incorporated in the 
SDGs indicators.  3 	 UN defines this as the percentage of own-account and unpaid family workers in total employment.

 4  	 ILO, Domestic Workers across the World: Global and Regional Statistics and the Extent of Legal Protection (2013); APWLD, CARAM-Asia, UFDWRs, The 
Right to Unite: A Handbook on Domestic Workers Rights across Asia (2010) 11; Ip Pui Yui, Asian Domestic Workers’ Network, ‘Asian Domestic Workers’ Network’ 2010, 
available at <http://en.domesticworkersrights.org/?q=node/3>
5	  http://www.ilo.org/actrav/info/speeches/WCMS_211051/lang--en/index.htm

What are we demanding?

We demand a development framework 
that aims to ensure workers, families 
and communities can live in dignity. We 
want indicators that ensure references to 
income and wages translate to a universal 
commitment for a living wage. 

The current targets should have indicators 
that include:  

a.	 Proportion of workers receiving a living 
wage (disaggregated by sex, migration 
status, disability, age)

b.	Measured difference between the statutory 
minimum wage and the living wage;

c.	 Proportional difference between minimum 
wage and median wage

d.	Ratification and implementation of ILO 
Convention concerning decent work for 
domestic workers (Convention 189) and 
related Recommendation No. 201

e.	 Earning of the bottom 40%of income 
earners compared to top 10% (Palma 
Ratio)


