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Collaboration with European Employers’ Organisation
EFFAT and other European Trade Union Federations have built a constructive relationship with 
the European Federation for Services to Individuals (EFSI), an organisation that brings together 
employers’ national federations, associations, and organisations, PHS providers and private 
companies involved in PHS in Europe. They are proactively working together to secure fairer working 
conditions for PHS workers: 

Women in Informal Employment: 
Globalizing and Organizing

WIEGO: A ‘Hidden Ally’
WIEGO has long been a supporter of the representation of domestic 
workers, in Europe and worldwide. 

WIEGO gathers data on the domestic workforce, migrant domestic 
workers, legal improvements, including social protection, wage levels, the gig economy, and the 
economic contribution of domestic workers: 
http://www.wiego.org/informal-economy/occupational-groups/domestic-workers

WIEGO also provides vital resources: language interpretation, training tools, support in forming and 
running democratic member-led organisations, awareness-raising publications and more recently a 
toolkit on ILO C189.

Your Toolkit on ILO Convention 189 – The Domestic Workers’ Convention, WIEGO, October 2018: 
https://www.wiego.org/resources/DWToolkit

In Europe, WIEGO has been a strong supporter in promoting the demands of domestic workers, 
including advocating for the adoption of the EFFAT Motion in 2019 (see page 13). For well over a 
decade, WIEGO has also provided human resources, in particular seconding Karin Pape to be the 
Interim Coordinator of the International Domestic Workers Network (IDWN) (see page 10), and then, 
upon the founding of the IDWF, to be its European Regional Coordinator, working closely with EFFAT. 

http://www.efsi-europe.eu/home/

EFSI also provides useful tools to tackle the under-representation of 
the PHS sector, for example, by publishing the PHS Industry Monitor. 
PHS Industry Monitor, EFSI, April 2018: 
http://www.efsi-europe.eu/fileadmin/MEDIA/publications/2018/PHS_
Industry_monitor_April_2018.pdf

EFFAT has also started to work with the European Federation for 
Family Employment and Home Care (EFFE), an organisation made 
up of employers’ associations, trade unions and training institutions 
in the PHS sector in France, Italy, and Spain: 
https://www.effe-homecare.eu/en/
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4.  Building for the Future

Organising Domestic Workers in Europe
The ageing population and increased demand for support in the home mean that domestic work is a 
growing sector across Europe. Globalisation and fragmentation of the workforce has led to even more 
precarious and informal working conditions in the sector, leaving workers vulnerable. The growing 
demand for domestic workers in European countries is also attracting many migrants to do domestic 
work. But with limited rights, legal protection, and information, they are often left unable to access 
decent work opportunities or escape abusive and exploitative situations. But domestic workers make 
a huge contribution to our lives and the economy. They deserve their rights and respect. 

Becoming part of the trade union movement is important for domestic workers: it provides them with 
resources, formal representation, and an institutional voice to fight for their rights and the protections 
they need, including to ensure that labour regulation to formalise the sector and to improve working 
conditions is properly implemented. Improvements are best achieved when domestic workers are 
organising themselves and are supported by the trade union movement to do this. The main goal 
of trade unions is to organise workers to develop their collective strength. Building and sustaining 
trade union membership among domestic workers will help to achieve this and will also positively 
increase the power of all workers. Membership numbers in trade unions in Europe, and globally, are 
stagnating, only reinforcing this urgent need. In some countries, organising domestic workers has 
enabled trade unions to grow significantly.

Moving Beyond Barriers 
There are huge challenges in organising domestic workers, and until relatively recently, there was 
little trade union action to organise domestic workers in many European countries. The unique nature 
of the worker-employer relationship, the fact that domestic workers work is isolated and spread out, 
and the informal nature of much of the work can all pose barriers to organising, particularly using 
traditional approaches. Some trade unions continue to see domestic work as ‘unorganisable’. Some 
simply do not have the knowledge and resources to reach out to new affiliates. Domestic workers 
often organise in ways that trade unions might not recognise, for example in mutual self-help groups, 
faith groups, women’s groups, civil society, or local community groups:

In Turkey, a trade union for domestic workers came out of women’s community-based 
organisation, the Women’s Research and Solidarity (KADMER), which was founded in 2001 
to mobilise women in Istanbul to fight for their rights. It originally focused on violence against 
women as well as the paid and unpaid labour of women but, after learning about the large 
numbers of accidents among domestic workers, it decided to form a cooperative called IMECE. 
Although the rights of domestic workers are still not officially recognised in Turkey, IMECE 
Domestic Workers Union managed to find a loophole and became officially recognised as a trade 

union in 2012. It now has about 400 members.

Becoming part of the trade union can also be 
complicated: payment of membership dues may be 
hard, and the services that domestic workers need may 
be outside traditional trade union activities. There can 
also be resistance in trade unions through fear that 
domestic workers may change the culture, balance of 
power, or way of operating in the organisation. 

Difficulties also come from the side of domestic 
workers, particularly those who are migrants. They may 
be afraid to contact trade unions in fear of losing their 
jobs. Undocumented workers may be reluctant because 
of fear of deportation. They may have little knowledge 

of trade unions, particular those in their host country. They may have unrealistic expectations of what 
trade unions can do. On low pay and with little time off, they might often find it difficult to pay trade 
union fees or participate in trade union activities.
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But the changing labour market means that trade unions need to adapt to include domestic workers 
and other vulnerable groups among their ranks. Without doing so, they risk becoming irrelevant. 
Despite difficulties, trade unions across Europe are overcoming hurdles, some are building alliances 
through outreach to self-organised groups:

In Belgium, the ACV-CSC Food & Services reaches out to domestic 
workers through their local national communities, particularly where 
they congregate in faith-based groups. On Sunday mornings, ACV-CSC 
attends church services and gives presentations to inform domestic 
workers about the benefits of the trade union.

In the Netherlands, the FNV has been helping 
to organise undocumented migrant domestic 
workers by reaching out to their self-help 

community organisations and helping to strengthen them, most of which are 
based on the countries from which they come, such as the Indonesian Migrant 
Workers Union - Netherlands (IMWU-NL), the Filipino group United Migrant 
Domestic Workers and Otradella, a group of Latin American domestic workers. 
Domestic workers are now an official subsector within the FNV, and are given 
official membership cards, an important piece of recognition for undocumented 
workers. As a result, domestic workers are now much more visible in the trade union and in society. 

Some trade unions are actively changing their structures, or the services they offer, to be more 
inclusive of the needs of domestic workers. This has included, for example, opening trade union 
buildings to provide domestic workers with a space to meet and hold gatherings, including them in 
trade union education and training, and having representative structures for domestic workers to give 
them a seat at the table.

In the UK, the Voice of Domestic Workers was established in 2009 as an organisation largely 
made up of migrant domestic workers. Since its beginning, the national union 
Unite the Union has supported its work in many ways. Unite has provided meeting 
rooms for gatherings and events, education classes on important topics, political 
lobbying support, training for members to become occupational health and safety 
representatives, and more. Domestic workers are also encouraged to become 
members of Unite and are given a membership card. Unite is building a domestic 
workers section within the trade union. 

There are also many other good practice examples in Europe where domestic workers are 
an integrated part of the trade union, or where good collaboration exists:

In Italy, FILCAMS-CGIL has been organising domestic workers for many decades. The 
union has built a network of welfare and tax assistance centres to which domestic 
workers can turn for assistance, including help with applications for resident permits 
and citizenship, and family and unemployment allowances. Working in partnership with 
the IDWF and Domina (a national employers’ association of Domestic Labour), FILCAMS 
has launched an information campaign for migrant domestic workers planning to travel 
to Italy for work. FILCAMS also fights for collective agreements for the sector, the first 
concluded in the 1970s, and the most recent, in 2020.

For more information see: ‘Domestic Work in Italy’: A good practice and a good model: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V-q8frLpkUU

In Switzerland, the Syndicat interprofessionnel de travailleuses et travailleurs (SIT), a local inter-
professional trade union in Geneva, has focused on organising sectors and groups of migrant 
workers, including undocumented migrant domestic workers. SIT has built strong alliances with 

migrant grassroots organisations, and has won some protections for migrant 
domestic workers, including the right to a minimum wage and access to 
social security. As a result of an agreement with the authorities, they have 
created a voucher system through which employers can register their 
domestic worker, including undocumented domestic workers. The workers 
are then entitled to certain benefits and can access them without fear of 
deportation. In 2017, ‘Operation Papyrus’ was initiated – a regularisation 
scheme that formulates criteria for undocumented people to be able to gain 
legal resident status in Geneva. SIT has been supporting undocumented 
domestic workers to apply for residence permits to become regularised 
citizens using the scheme.
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Strengthening Organising 
At the time of writing, IDWF has 10 affiliates in Europe. All of them except IMECE in Turkey (see page 
18) and SIT in Switzerland (see page 19), are also EFFAT affiliates:

EFFAT AFFILIATES IDWF AFFILIATES

Belgium ACV-CSC Food & Services, FGTB Horval, 
and FGTB Centrale Générale

ACV-CSC Food & Services, FGTB Horval, and 
FGTB Centrale Générale

Germany NGG NGG

Italy FILCAMS-CGIL FILCAMS-CGIL

Netherlands FNV MDW FNV MDW

Switzerland UNIA UNIA and SIT

Turkey IMECE

UK Unite/Voice of Domestic Workers Unite/Voice of Domestic Workers

Domestic workers should be more integrated to the European trade union movement, and better 
organising is needed to achieve this. However, organising methods and structures vary widely across 
countries, and there is also still a lot to learn about how domestic workers are organised and how 
EFFAT can further support their organisation. This means that trade unions and domestic workers’ 
organisations need the opportunity to learn from one another. 

Domestic Workers in Europe
IDWF is undertaking the project “Domestic Workers in 
Europe” co-funded by the Open Society Foundation (OSF) 
running between May 2020-April 2022. Working in target 
countries (Italy, Spain, France, Sweden, and Denmark), 
the project aims to use mapping research to build an 
understanding of domestic worker organisation. This will 
enable IDWF to reach out to new self-organised groups 
and associations of domestic workers currently outside 
of official trade union structures, particularly migrant 
domestic workers. The project will also consider how ILO 
C189 is being and can be better used as an organising tool. 
National meetings will take place and a European domestic 
workers conference will be held to present the findings. 
The European Conference at the end of the project aims 
to bring together “old” and “new” groups, associations 
and trade unions of domestic workers to sharpen the 
strategies of domestic workers and further improve the 
coordinated approach of IDWF and EFFAT. 

Building Trade Union Power to Create a Fairer Europe
EFFAT is involved in the joint project with ITC-ILO “Building Trade Union Power to Create a Fairer 
Europe”. Running from 2021-2022, it will focus on improving the competencies of national trade 
union representatives, with migrant and domestic workers being target groups. Project participants 
will develop and implement action plans focused on building trade union power among these groups. 
There will also be a conference to share knowledge and successful practices. EFFAT expects the 
project to strengthen domestic worker membership within its newly established sectoral structure. 
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What next for Domestic Workers in Europe?

Strengthening the Sector 
EFFAT has made a solid commitment to ensure better representation of domestic workers and has 
since taken steps to strengthen the sectoral structure. The first General Assembly of the EFFAT 
Domestic Work Sector was held in December 2020 and will now meet annually.

On 19 May 2021, the second General Assembly was held. 60 participants attended to exchange 
experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic and the situation of domestic work across Europe. They also 
decided on future EFFAT activities in the sector: target areas will be the rights of (undocumented) 
migrant domestic workers and platform/gig economy workers. There was also strong interest in 
holding thematic webinars to enable domestic workers to share good practices and learn from one 
another. Leadership for the sector was elected, further consolidating domestic workers’ position in 
EFFAT:

l	 Wendy Galarza from FILCAMS-CGIL in Italy was elected as Chair of the Sector.

l	 Marissa Begonia from Unite/Voice of Domestic Workers in the UK, and Malu Villanueva from FNV 
Migrant Domestic Workers in the Netherlands were elected as Vice-Chairs.

l	 Grace Papa, currently Regional Secretary of ACV-CSC (Belgium) in charge of domestic workers, 
was appointed as the Political Secretary for the Domestic Work Sector, Gender Equality, Diversity, 
and cross-sectoral projects in EFFAT. She will be fully in her post by September 2021. 

This means that domestic workers now have equal rights to other sectors in EFFAT – a huge step 
in trade unions in Europe recognising domestic worker organising. The next step is to strengthen 
organising, as Wendy Galarza, the Chair of the EFFAT Domestic Work Sector emphasises:

“Now domestic workers have the same rights as other sectors within EFFAT. But the most exciting 
part is still in the making. One of the biggest challenges that still remains in Europe is organising and 
reaching out to already established domestic workers’ organisations which are currently not part of 
trade union structures. With this new sector in EFFAT we can now start to reach out to these groups 
at the European level.”

IDWF-IUF-EFFAT Working Group
Domestic workers are now officially represented at the European level in both EFFAT and the 
European regional structure of the IDWF, potentially meaning two parallel structures with overlap 
of regional elected members. IDWF, IUF and EFFAT have formed a Working Group to clarify 
responsibilities and other questions which arise in working together more closely.  
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Building Solidarity among Trade Union Structures 
Domestic workers are defined by their place of work rather than their occupation, and they carry out 
many different types of tasks and roles. In some countries, some of this work falls within the public 
sector whereas elsewhere it is organised by private companies or is simply individual households 
employing individual workers. This means that different types of trade union organisations represent 
domestic workers, within countries as well as across the region. 

In adopting the Motion in 2019, EFFAT committed to be the driving force in establishing a European 
Liaison Committee on Domestic Work with the other European Trade Union Federations whose 
affiliates are organising amongst domestic workers. This will include the European Federation of 
Public Services Unions (EPSU), and UNI Europa, the European Service Workers’ Union.

EFFAT sees this is an opportunity to strengthen the cause of domestic workers and maximise the 
impact on their rights. The Liaison Committee is intended to be a space for these federations to meet, 
share best practices, learn from one another, and build a common trade union agenda. It is being 
established with a view to building a stronger European sectoral social dialogue. It is hoped that it will 
also encourage trade unions at the national level to strengthen their collaboration. 

Close collaboration is already happening at the global level. For example, the IDWF, IUF, PSI, EI and 
UNI, together with the ITUC (and their European counterparts), have created a ‘Global Taskforce on 
Care’ to work together more and to amplify the call for a just care system. On 29 October 2020, they 
ran a joint Invest in Care Now! Global Day of Action: 
https://idwfed.org/en/campaigns/invest-in-care-decent-work-for-domestic-workers

COVID-19’s disproportionate impact on domestic workers
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the essential but undervalued work of domestic 
workers, who have been central to the fight against it. Without basic rights and protections, 
including inadequate personal protective equipment, they have faced a disproportionate risk of 
contracting the virus. They also have experienced increased workloads without overtime pay 
or paid sick leave. Most are not covered by job retention or income support schemes, leaving 
them with no choice but to risk their lives by working or lose their livelihoods. Many have 
lost their jobs and, with no access to unemployment insurance, have been left in desperate 
situations. 

The pandemic has highlighted the urgent need for government action to provide basic 
labour rights for domestic workers, and for trade unions and other key stakeholders to work 
together to strengthen the rights of domestic workers. To facilitate cross-border exchange and 
solidarity during the pandemic, EFFAT established a dedicated web page outlining the impact 
of COVID-19 on the EFFAT sectors and collecting national best practices and agreements to 
tackle the emergency: 
https://effat.org/uncategorized/covid-19/ 

Several joint statements were released by key 
stakeholders in the domestic work sector during 
the pandemic, supported by the IDWF.

n	 EFFAT – EFFE – EFSI – UNI-Europa Joint 
Statement on the COVID-19 Pandemic in 
Personal and Household Services (PHS), 2020: 
https://effat.org/uncategorized/effat-effe-efsi-uni-
europa-joint-statement-on-the-covid-19-pandemic-
in-personal-and-household-services-phs/

n	 EFFAT – EFFE – EFSI – UNI-Europa Joint 
Statement on Personal and Household 
Services Workers Require Priority Access to 
COVID-19 vaccine, 2020: 
https://effat.org/in-the-spotlight/effat-effe-efsi-uni-
europa-joint-statement-on-personal-and-household-
services-workers-require-priority-access-to-covid-
19-vaccine/



Domestic Workers on the Global Union Agenda

At the global level, the IUF and the IDWF continue the fight for decent work for domestic workers. 
This has importance for the work in Europe:

l	 The IDWF continues to be the major player in the global fight for decent work for domestic 
workers, with 81 affiliates from 63 countries, representing over 590,000 members. For the next 
five years, IDWF’s work in Europe will focus on membership growth and increasing support for 
migrant domestic workers. It plans to build joint strategies with EFFAT to achieve these goals. 

l	 The IUF continues to support the international organising of domestic workers, as it has done 
from the beginning, for example, by urging its affiliates to collaborate with domestic workers’ 
organisations, particularly in capacity-building activities, and lobbying for legal changes and 
implementation. 

l	 Many EFFAT members working to organise domestic workers play an important and active role at 
the international level in both the IUF and IDWF. Taking part at the global level gives them a seat 
at the table in the global debate, as well as providing invaluable opportunities to learn from other 
domestic workers.
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EFFAT
European Federation of Food, Agriculture and Tourism Trade Unions

EFFAT brings together 120 national trade unions from 38 European 
countries. It represents these trade unions and their members at the 
European level, towards European institutions, and in negotiations with 
employers’ associations and transnational companies. It is the European 
regional organisation of the International Union of Food and Allied Workers 
(IUF). EFFAT is a member body of the European Trade Union Confederation 
(ETUC), which is the European regional organisation of the International 
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC). 

www.effat.org 

IDWF
International Domestic Workers Federation

The IDWF is a membership-based global organisation of domestic and 
household workers which aims to build a strong, democratic and united 
domestic/household workers global organisation to protect and advance 
domestic workers’ rights everywhere. It grew out of the International 
Domestic Workers Network (IDWN) and was formally established at an 
international Congress in Montevideo, Uruguay, in October 2013.

As of April 2021, the IDWF has 81 affiliates from 63 countries, 
representing over 590,000 domestic/household workers’ members. Most 
are organised in trade unions and others, in associations, networks and 
workers’ cooperatives. 

www.idwfed.org 


