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LIVE LEARNING EXPERIENCE: BEYOND THE 

IMMEDIATE RESPONSE TO THE OUTBREAK 

Thematic session 12 – Local public services: 
keeping frontline workers safe 
 

Background  
 

As the world is swept by the Covid-19 pandemic, millions of public service workers are on the 

frontlines of the emergency, risking their lives to protect public health and ensure the continued 

delivery of essential public services. Depending on the state structures and decentralisation 

levels, local and regional governments (LRGs) directly employ most public service staff beyond 

health services.  

 

Water and sanitation workers provide clean water for drinking and for handwashing, one of the 

essential viral barriers. Energy staff ensure that hospitals can operate life-saving devices, while 

the confined can cook, heat or cool homes, work remotely and keep in touch with their loved 

ones. Waste services safely collect and dispose of contaminated medical waste and household 

refuse, while disinfecting public spaces. Social service, home care and disability care workers 

support the most vulnerable, breaking the isolation of the elderly, tackling the specific challenges 

of the disabled.  

 

Firefighters, ambulance crew and emergency responders are often the first to handle sick 

patients and transfer them to hospitals. Public transport workers allow essential workers to get to 

work. Municipal police control public spaces to ensure that social distancing rules are enforced 

by educating the public and dispersing groups. As the death toll rises, body handlers and burial 

services have the difficult task of taking the dead with dignity and accompanying families 

through the grief, while keeping the public safe from contagion.  

 

As millions of workers are losing their jobs and risk forced evictions, public and social housing 

staff support families, the homeless and other people in precarious situations including migrants 

and refugees, and public administration staff in unemployment and social security services 

are working around the clock. While vital public service workers are on the front line of the fight 

against COVID 19 and schools are closed, many school support, childcare and crèche workers 

essential minimum service for their colleagues.  

 

The pandemic and the consequent lockdown orders are forcing LRGs to rapidly adapt their 

public services to the emergency. LRGs are taking measures to apply social distancing, digitalise 

services and apply safety measures in their interactions with citizens and users.  



 

 

They are reorganising workplaces, encouraging remote work, adjusting staff levels, training and 

redeploying workers across sectors to comply with health and safety rules, while providing 

appropriate Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) to frontline staff so they can properly do their 

jobs while keeping the public, themselves and their families safe.  

 

The 2018 Guidelines of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) on Decent Work in Public 

Emergency Services1  acknowledge LRGs’ critical role in responding to crises and represents an 

important reference framework for LRG social partners at this time.  A recent ILO Brief2 

highlights recommendations and good practices for the applications of the Guidelines to a 

context of the current pandemic. Under the Covid-19 emergency, it is crucial that local 

authorities and public services workers’ unions engage in continuous, constructive dialogue and 

seek shared solutions to ensure the highest standards of safety for public service workers and 

users, while maintaining vital service continuation and building local public service resilience 

ahead of future crises.  

 

Live Learning   

UCLG, Metropolis and UN-Habitat, in partnership with PSI, organize a Live Learning 

Experience for local and regional governments on 13th May from 15:00 to 17:00 (CEST).  

 

Objective   

This thematic virtual session on public service delivery will focus on how local authorities and 

public services workers’ unions can find shared solutions to ensure the highest standards of 

safety for staff and users, while maintaining vital public service continuation. The session also 

aims at reviewing the challenges local authorities and vital frontline service workers are facing in 

the pandemic and at identifying good practices and lessons learnt to build local public service 

resilience in the Covid-19 aftermath and ahead of future crises.  

 

Guiding questions 

 

• What new modalities to deliver LRG vital public services are emerging under the Covid-19 

crisis?  

• What specific occupational safety and PPE challenges do LRG workers face? What lessons 

learnt so far to address them protecting workers and users alike? 

• What mitigation measures are put in place in the absence of adequate PPE and what 

outstanding challenges remain? 

• What employment measures are LRGs taking to tackle the crisis ? (e.g. hiring/re-deployment of 

staff to vital services, digitalising  services, etc.) 

 
1 ILO, Guidelines on Decent Work in Public Emergency Services, Geneva, 2018 https://bit.ly/2XE1Mwi  
2 COVID-19 and public emergency services https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---
sector/documents/briefingnote/wcms_741467.pdf  

https://bit.ly/2XE1Mwi
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/briefingnote/wcms_741467.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/briefingnote/wcms_741467.pdf


 

 

• What economic measures are LRGs taking to tackle the crisis ? (in-sourcing service, requesting 

resources from central government, mobilising assets, etc.) 

• What forms of social dialogue between local authorities and local public service workers and 

their unions have emerged that have worked well? 

• What joint recommendations and advocacy can LRG social partners issue to ensure strong, 

resilient local public services in the crisis aftermath and re-building?  


