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In 2019, at its centenary conference, the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) adopted a new Convention 190 and Rec-
ommendation 260 titled ‘Ending Violence and Harassment in 

the World of Work’. C190 was celebrated by Public Services Inter-
national (PSI), women trade unionists and women’s rights organi-
sations all over the world as a major victory for women worldwide, 
and an important step forward in the fight to end Gender-Based 
Violence (GBV) and all forms of violence. 

GBV is a systemic problem rooted in unequal balance of power 
between women and in men, and in social discontent. While it 
affects both men and women, it disproportionally affects women 
and children. Overcoming GBV it requires an active commitment 
from all of society to make systemic changes or disruptions to 
everyday life. C190 is one such tool that allows us to create such 
a disruption and bring about systemic change. 

This booklet is intended to be a tool for trade unionists and 
members of civil society organisations and social movements. 
The booklet aims to empower ordinary workers and progressive 
organisations on C190 and campaign for Uganda to ratify the 
convention. All workers have a right to world of work that is safe 
and free from all forms of violence and harassment.

Introduction
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THE FIGHT AGAINST 
GBV IN UGANDA

GBV is caused by the entrenched systemic 
harms of patriarchy. Women and girls are at 
the coalface of the harsh consequences of 

the political nuances of patriarchy. GBV is 
experienced in the home, in refugee camps, 

the workplace and in social settings. 

GBV is caused by the entrenched systemic harms of 
patriarchy. Women and girls are at the coalface of 
the harsh consequences of the political nuances of 
patriarchy. GBV is experienced in the home, in refugee 
camps, the workplace and in social settings. 

In a recent report by the UNHCR, it has been reported 
that an increase in numbers of GBV has been recorded 
in migrant camps. Other contributing factors include 
conflict, disproportionate gender imbalances, alcohol 
abuse and poverty. Domestic violence in the form of 
emotional and physical abuse continues to prevail. 

Uganda’s government has enacted various laws to deal 
with GBV, but there has been no implementation. The 
laws include the Penal Code Act (Cap 120), the Domestic 
Violence Act of 2010, Domestic Violence Regulations 
of 2011, Prohibition of Female Genital Mutilation Act of 
2010, the Equal Opportunities Commission Act of 2007 
and the Sexual Offences Bill 2016.
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In 2016, the government issued the National Policy on the 
Elimination of Gender Based Violence for Uganda, as well as its 
National Action Plan (2016 – 2021). In terms of this policy, the 
government was mandated to allocate resources which would allow 
for the implementation of the GBV legislation. This Act includes a 
framework for implementing measures for the prevention of GBV 
and provides for multi-sectoral support services for survivors.

The global pandemic (Covid-19) has exacerbated the abuse of 
and dangerous working conditions for women. Many women who 
were left at home and confined to closed spaces with partner 
could not escape violence and abuse. Furthermore, many frontline 
workers – especially women workers – confronted a number of 
challenges. These include: 

Lack of personal protective equipment (PPE): 

The shortage of PPE put health and non-health essential workers at 
risk. This shortage had a differentiated gendered impact because 
it has meant that any available PPE often goes to the highest in 
a hierarchy. In the health sector, this meant qualified doctors, 
followed by nurses, then hospital administration, cleaners and 
informal workers. In the municipal sector, workers were often not 
provided adequate PPE. 

Where members have been vocal about the lack of PPE and the 
impact it has had on them, their stress levels, and their families; 
they have been targeted by their employers. 
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Decline in Working conditions: 
One the challenges for frontline women workers have been the 
decline in working conditions. Longer hours, fewer resources and 
not enough pay are just some of the challenges. 

Rising Stigma: 

Stigma has been a huge problem, which is often based on fear 
and on low access to quality information. Stigmatisation occurs in 
cases of nurses who were formally removed from taxis when using 
public transport, as happened in South Africa. Stigmatisation 
is also experienced by frontline workers from family members 
and friends, who are fearful of them potentially passing on the 
coronavirus. 
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GBV is very broad and includes more subtle forms of discrimination, 
exploitation and prejudice. GBV may take place in any relationship 
between two people, often when one person has a relationship of 
power over another. 

It may involve an abuse of power over vulnerable workers in 
decision-making, for example, who gets a salary increase, 
promotion, travel and educational opportunities, or simply a job 
at all. Vulnerable groups include informal workers, seasonal and 
contract workers, sex workers, migrants and refugees, children in 
forced labour, domestic workers, and young workers. 

GBV IN THE WORLD 
OF WORK

GBV is faced by workers on 
multiple fronts. For example, 
women workers in the health 
and social sector are abused 
by their colleagues, patients, 
patients’ families, the general 

public and in their homes. 
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Community health workers are predominantly informal women 
workers who are underpaid and have no job security and no formal 
training. They have been at the forefront, doing contact tracing 
and testing in communities, and face aggression from community 
members who refuse to be tested or fear that they are carriers 
of the virus. They too do not have access to PPE and their lack 
of formalisation means they do not always know where to report 
cases of intimidation or abuse.

Employers have a duty of care, and could provide paid leave, help 
with contacts to support organisations and grant flexible hours. A 
victim of domestic violence should not have to choose between 
her safety and her job. Many women who suffer domestic violence 
are forced to take leave to deal with the abuse they face. They 
often face additional stress and pressure at work, especially if they 
fall behind, and sometimes colleagues may witness the abuse or 
impact of the abuse. In the context of Covid-19, the home has 
become the new workplace. Trade unions need to grapple with 
the questions of how to protect women workers when they are 
locked in their homes with their abusers. The rise in domestic 
violence during shutdowns or lockdown measures implemented 
by governments has been staggering. 

The graphic on the next page explains the various forms of violence 
one may experience in both a work and non-work setting.
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Physical assault  
Physically pushing, hitting and beating 
of someone. May include burning and 
the deliberate scarring of the body.

Sexual assault   
Unwanted touching and forcing of 
someone to engage in sexual acts. Rape 
through penetrative and/or oral sex. This 
includes demands of sex for jobs.

Mental or psychological abuse 
Constant and repeated manipulation 
with the aim to undermine a person 
feeling of self-worth and independence. 
It often leads to anxiety, chronic 
depression, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder.

Surveillance and controlling access
Constantly monitoring and checking 
up on what a person is doing, their 
conversations and texts. Accessing a 
person’s phone, computer, social media 
by force or without permission. Making 
changes to devices and accounts such 
as blocking, deleting or contacting 
someone.

Discriminatory speech  
Using words that harm or shame a 
person based on how they look, dress 
or their body shape, or their gender, 
sexuality, religion, or nationality.

Harassment
Repeated, unwanted and unsolicited 
acts against a person. For example, 
constantly making comments that make 
a person uncomfortable, or deliberately 
repeating an action to get a negative 
reaction. Harassment includes bullying 
and sexual harassment. It is threatening, 
intrusive and disturbing.

Threats
By expressing - verbally, written, or in 
images - the intention to harm a person, 
their loved ones, or their belongings. 
The tone of the threats may be 
aggressive, violent, or sexual.

Sharing private information 
The malicious sharing of private 
information provided on the basis of 
trust; or knowledge that was acquired 
from being in a shared space like a home 
or workplace. Sharing is done to shame, 
harm and embarrass a person.

Isolation 
Making deliberating discouraging and 
disparaging comments about a person’s 
family, friends and other people so that 
their contact with people declines and is 
limited.

Online GBV
Hacking a person’s accounts, 
impersonation (pretending to be 
another person), surveillance or tracking 
of activities and communication, 
harassment, spamming or trolling, 
recruiting and grooming of someone 
with the intention of causing harm or 
being violent, and malicious distribution 
of intimate photos and messages. Online 
GBV is increasing rapidly.

Domestic violence 
Violence occurring by an intimate 
partner, parent, sibling, child in the 
home or domestic space. May take one 
or more of the forms described above.

STOP DOMESTIC AND 
WORKPLACE VIOLENCE!
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CONVENTION 190: 
ENDING VIOLENCE 

AND HARASSMENT IN 
THE WORLD OF WORK



The ILO was founded in 1919 and brings together 
governments, employers and workers from 187 
member States. The ILO sets labour standards, 

develops policies, and devises programmes 
promoting decent work for all. The ILO is an 

important platform for workers to push for global 
reforms and changes for workers. 
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BACKGROUND TO 
CONVENTION 190 (C190)

In June 2019, the ILO held its annual International Labour 
Conference. It was there that, after a number of years and drafts, a 
proposal was put forward and accepted to adopt a new Convention 
and Recommendation titled ‘Ending Violence and Harassment in 
the World of Work’. The Convention was given the number 190, 
and the Recommendation 260. A Convention is legally binding, 
while a recommendation – which advises, more practically and 
with more detail, the steps that governments can take – is not.

PSI is excited that in 2020, Uruguay, followed by Fiji and Namibia 
ratified the convention. In 2021, thus far, Argentina and Somalia 
have joined the list of countries that have ratified the Convention. 
Uganda must join the list of countries who ratify and bind 
themselves to the provisions or content of C190. 

PSI is pleased to have contributed to C190 through ACTRAV’s 
(Bureau for Workers Activities) preparatory research, with three 
case studies on good trade union practices for addressing GBV in 
the health sectors in the Philippines, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and Argentina.
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WHAT DOES C190 
SAY?

Preamble

Every international instrument opens with a Preamble, which 
introduces the Convention and explains what it aims to achieve. 
It is thereafter divided into Articles, or sections. Each Article 
provides obligations on States on how to deal with each matter 
being addressed in the Convention. 

The Preamble of C190 encourages State parties to create 
mechanisms of enforcement and compliance with the new 
legislation. This includes adopting a comprehensive strategy 
for implementing measures to prevent and combat violence 
and harassment. It ensures access to remedies and support for 
victims and provides for sanctions.

C190 further places a requirement on employers to take measures 
and develop workplace policies, in consultation with trade unions, 
to prevent violence and harassment. This includes efforts to 
identify hazards and provide information and training to workers 
on the hazards, risks, and associated prevention and protection 
measures, including a discussion of the rights and responsibilities 
of workers.

Further, C190 recognises the right of everyone to a world of 
work free from violence and harassment, including GBV and 
harassment. It provides that violence and harassment in the 
world of work (VHWW) can constitute a human rights violation or 
abuse it is a threat to equal opportunities and is unacceptable and 
incompatible with decent work. It promotes a work culture based 
on mutual respect and dignity of the human being to prevent 
VHWW. Members have an important responsibility to promote 
a general environment of zero tolerance to help prevent such 
behaviours and practices. 

Workplace risk assessments, as set out in the C190, can also help 
to change attitudes, since they can take into account factors that 
increase the likelihood of GBV and harassment (such as gender, 
cultural and social norms).
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C190 speaks to the disproportionate impact of VHWW on 
women. It is explicit that GBV disproportionately affects women 
and girls. It states that an inclusive, integrated and gender-
responsive approach, which tackles underlying causes and risk 
factors (gender stereotypes, multiple and intersecting forms of 
discrimination, and unequal gender-based power relations), is 
essential to ending VHWW. It acknowledges that VHWW affects the 
quality of public and private services, and may prevent persons, 
particularly women, from accessing, remaining and advancing in 
the labour market.

One of the most powerful advances in C190, relates to domestic 
violence. C190 recognises that domestic violence has a broader 
impact than just the home or domestic space. It states that 
domestic violence can affect employment, productivity and 
health and safety, and that governments, employers’ and workers’ 
organisations, and labour market institutions must assist. It also 
states that domestic violence affects a person’s psychological, 
physical and sexual health, dignity, and family and social 
environment.

Finally, the preamble states that VHWW is incompatible with the 
promotion of sustainable enterprises and impacts negatively on 
the organisation of work, workplace relations, worker engagement, 
enterprise reputation and productivity.

Definitions

According to C190: 

1. “Violence and harassment” in the world of work refer to a range 
of unacceptable behaviours and practices, or threats thereof, 
whether a single occurrence or repeated, that aim at, result in, or 
are likely to result in physical, psychological, sexual or economic 
harm, and includes gender-based violence and harassment

2. “Gender-based violence and harassment” means violence and 
harassment directed at persons because of their sex or gender, or 
affecting persons of a particular sex or gender disproportionately, 
and includes sexual harassment.

Scope

C190 states that it protects workers and other persons in the world 
of work as defined by a country’s national law and practice, “as 
well as persons working irrespective of their contractual status, 
persons in training, including interns and apprentices, workers 
whose employment has been terminated, volunteers, jobseekers 
and job applicants, and individuals exercising the authority, duties 
or responsibilities of an employer”.
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This is why it is important that the convention uses the phrase 
“world of work”, instead of “workplace”. It goes beyond the 
traditional understanding of formal employment, and protects 
workers in a broad range of environments and work situations. 

Core principles 

C190 outlines that any country that ratifies the convention must 
respect, promote and realise the right of everyone to a world of 
work free from violence and harassment. In doing so, governments 
must ensure that employers, workers and worker organisations 
provide and sustain a work culture based on mutual respect and 
dignity. Governments must adopt legislation ensuring the right to 
equality and non-discrimination in employment and occupation 
for all, including vulnerable workers. 

While C190 does not outline who a vulnerable worker is, it may 
include women workers, migrant workers, workers with disabilities 
and workers with multiple and intersecting identities, including 
race, ethnicity, indigenous status, sexual orientation and gender 
identity.

• In the workplace – in both public and private spaces; 

• In places where a worker is paid, takes a rest break or a meal, or 
uses sanitary, washing and changing facilities;

• During work-related trips, travel, training, events or social 
activities;

• Through work-related communications, including ICT or online 
spaces such as emails;

• In employer-provided accommodation; and

• When commuting to and from work.

Article 3 of C190 recognises the 
following places and situations in 
which VHWW can occur:
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Protection and prevention 

Articles 7 to 9 set out the responsibilities of member states to 
ensure safe working environments, including protecting workers 
from GBV. This is done by defining and prohibiting VHWW and 
recognising the role that public authorities, employers and workers 
organisations play in protecting workers.

Governments must ensure employers take steps to prevent 
VHWW, such as adopting workplace policies in consultation with 
workers; having occupational health and safety policies consider 
the psychosocial risks associated with VHWW; and providing 
information and training in accessible formats that include 
prevention and protection measures. 

Enforcement and remedies 

C190 outlines safe, fair and effective enforcement and remedies 
that must be adhered to. This means that when VHWW occurs, 
there must be proper processes in place that are able to deal with 
the situation in a way that protects the complainant, victims or 
whistle-blowers, and that the process(es) should ensure a fair 
outcome. The processes employers may utilise are internal or 
external dispute resolution or access to court and tribunals. The 
article also requires governments to ensure employers take into 
account the legal, social, medical and administrative support 
measures for complainants and victims.

Guidance, training and awareness-raising 

This section ensures that VHWW is addressed at the level of 
national policies, such as occupational health and safety, equality 
and non-discrimination, and migration. It also ensures that there 
are proper resources tools, training and awareness campaigns put 
in place. 

Method of application 

In addition to applying C190 to national laws, it states that it can 
be applied in collective agreements or other measures in line 
with national practice. This opens opportunity for unions to make 
demands at the negotiation table for how to address, prevent and 
remedy cases of VHWW, including GBV. 
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In summary, the convention is essential for the labour 
force because it: 

1. Establishes a new right: the right to not be 
violated or harassed in the world of work.

2. Establishes an international definition of violence 
and harassment, integrating them as a single, 
indivisible concept.

3. Acknowledges violence and harassment as cross-
cutting phenomena in the world of work.

4. Recognises the importance of freedom of association 
to guarantee this new right.

5. Recognises the right to equality and non-
discrimination for workers in vulnerable 
situations.

6. Covers all sectors and explicitly states the 
inclusion of the public sector.

7. Includes Occupational Safety and Health as 
fundamental elements in the exercise of this right.
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HOW DOES C190 HELP WORKERS?

Once a government ratifies C190, it must make sure all its national 
laws and legislation are in line with the convention. Governments 
are duty bound to ensure the world of work is free from VHWW, 
including GBV. For trade unions, there are number of places in 
which the convention states that governments must act in 
consultation with workers and workers’ organisations. Unions 
must use the opportunity to shape how governments enforce 
C190 and create safe working environments. 

C190 also states that governments are required to ensure that 
employers also comply in creating safe working environments. 
This is through policies such as occupational health and safety, 
as well as through putting processes to deal with instances 
when VHWW or GBV occur. The enforcement and remedies must 
be safe, effective and gender responsive. What this ensures is 
protection and privacy for complainants and victims, as well as 
access to all appropriate mechanisms of dispute resolution. C190 
strengthens women’s ability to combat GBV and hold perpetrators 
accountable, and allows for trade unions to call for victim-centred 
processes.

A victim-centred process is one 
that respects that a harm was done 
to a person, and seeks to minimise 

re-traumatising and harming the 
victim by ensuring they have a say 
in the process of seeking justice, 

limiting the obstacles that block a 
person from seeking justice.  
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For the first time, workers have a convention that recognises the impact of 
domestic violence on the world of work. Domestic violence affects workers, 
and their work environment, due to stress, emotional and physical exhaustion, 
and physical consequences. This may result in lowered productivity and focus, 
as well absenteeism. Domestic violence may lead to workers needing to seek 
medical assistance, having to attend to legal matters, find new accommodation 
and schooling for children, or seek counselling. All these matters may affect 
work, income and job security. This is why it is huge victory that C190 expressly 
states that members must take steps to mitigate the negative impact of domestic 
violence. No one should have to choose between their safety and their job.
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THE RATIFICATION 
PROCESS 
A convention is a legal instrument (treaty) adopted by 
governments, employers and workers. Conventions must be 
ratified by countries, which means they must be implemented as 
part of the national legislation and the government has to report 
back to the ILO supervisory mechanisms. A convention defines 
and sets international standards on matters such as Freedom of 
Association and Protection of the Right to Organise (C87), Right 
to Organise and Collective Bargaining (C98), Abolition of Forced 
Labour (C105), Worst Forms of Child Labour (C182).

When a convention is passed, it is often accompanied by 
recommendations. These are intended to guide national action 
and are not binding.

In terms of the Ugandan law, the Ratification of Treaties Act 1998 
outlines the process of ratification. It states that the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs must ‘sign, seal and deposit’ the treaty, which 
means that all treaties signed will be laid out in Parliament and 
deposited with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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DOMESTIC LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

THE DOMESTIC LEGAL FRAMEWORK 
GOVERNING GBV IN UGANDA IN 
THE WORKPLACE INCLUDES:   

EMPLOYMENT ACT NO 6 (2006) 
the Act regulates the employment contract. 

NATIONAL EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES POLICY (2006) 
The Policy aims at promoting equality  of opportunities for all 
persons in Uganda, irrespective of gender, age, physical ability, 
health status or geographical location, in all activities, programmes, 
plans and policies of government, the private sector and non-
governmental organisations.  

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMISSION ACT (2007) 
the Act provides for the composition and functions of the 
Commission created to give effect to the State’s constitutional 
mandate to eliminate discrimination and inequalities against any 
individual or group of persons on the ground of sex, age, race, 
colour, ethnic origin, tribe, birth, creed or religion, health status, 
social or economic standing, political opinion or disability; as well 
as to take affirmative action in favour of groups marginalised on 
the basis of gender, age, disability or any other reason created 
by history, tradition or custom for the purpose of redressing 
imbalances which exist against them.

UGANDA NATIONAL EMPLOYMENT POLICY (2011) 
the Policy seeks to ensure that government works towards the 
goal of decent and remunerative employment for all women and 
men seeking such work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security 
and human dignity.
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THE LABOUR DISPUTES ARBITRATION AND 
SETTLEMENT) ACT NO 8 (2006) 
the Act regulates the process for labour disputes and various 
mechanisms available to employees, whether through arbitration 
or litigation (through courts).

THE LABOUR UNIONS ACT NO 7 (2006) 
the Act regulates the registration and management of labour 
unions and provides for other related matters.

THE OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY ACT NO 9 
(2006) 
the Act seeks to ensure that all employees’ safety and security, 
health and welfare are protected in their places of employment. 
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ROLE OF TRADE UNIONS IN THE 
CAMPAIGN TO #RATIFYC190

Trade unions have a responsibility to fight for the ratification of 
C190 to make sure the victory won by workers through the ILO’s 
adoption of C190 has a direct impact in creating safe working 
environments in Uganda. 

Campaign to #RatifyC190

Unions should campaign for the ratification of C190. This could 
be through lobbying and participation in parliamentary processes. 
Unions should also use all available platforms of negotiation 
available and support changes to national laws and policy in line 
with C190.

Organise and educate

• Talk to union members, shop stewards, women and youth 
committees about C190 and why it is important. 

• Develop material on C190 such as posters, videos, and 
pamphlets.

• Widely distribute information in all workplaces and social media 
platforms, including the union website and union offices.

• Talk about C190 on to community radio stations, television, 
print media and all other media platforms. 
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Collaborate and network

There are many organisations that would support C190. This 
includes trade unions in all sectors, informal worker organisations, 
migrant worker associations, LGTBIQ+ organisations, domestic 
violence organisations, and many others in civil society.

Building networks and collaborating is important to access 
opportunities to advocate lobby and campaign for the ratification 
of C190. Collaboration opens doors for social dialogue and united 
action.

Collective bargaining and negotiations 

Trade unions must use their power in collective bargaining 
processes and other platforms to talk about C190, and to make 
demands in line with C190. Such demands may include:

• Paid domestic violence leave;

• Domestic violence support and resources be extended to 
labour laws, by providing an obligation on employers to assist 
women employees who face domestic violence; 

• Strengthening dispute resolution processes to be more victim-
centred, supportive and able to lead to fairer outcomes.

• Employers being held to account if they fail to deal with sexual 
violence complaints, and if they fail to deal with them in a 
manner that is fair and consistent with the ethos of C190; and

• The active and full participation of trade unions to deal with 
sexual violence in the workplace.
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CONCLUSION 

GBV has proven to be a pandemic that the world and Uganda 
is facing. The systemic challenges we face mean that GBV has 
infiltrated every aspect of life: workplace, social and domestic. 
Women and children who have been at the forefront of sexual 
violence are looking for solutions. C190 is a step towards 
combatting GBV in the world of work. For unions to truly celebrate 
the victory of workers, unions have to ensure that Uganda ratifies 
C190. Unions also have to monitor the full implementation and 
effective implementation of C190 so that it is the ordinary members 
who are protected. 

With the requisite advocacy and collaborative efforts, trade unions 
can fight together to ensure an end, once and for all, to all forms 
of violence and harassment in the world of work, including GBV 
and harassment. 
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