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1. Acknowledgement

I would like to commence by acknowledging the Fiji Council of Social Service (FCOSS) – our host.

- it has been a long term member of ICSW, and 
-has long demonstrated its commitment to the value and importance of international partnerships

-in this, it is part of special family of NGO’s 

-a partner in global advocacy for people who live in poverty.
-As a member of ICSW, FCOSS shares with ACOSS and other ICSW members


-a passion for social justice

-a commitment to providing a voice for otherwise voiceless vulnerable people living in poverty or otherwise disadvantaged through, for example,  being widowed, mentally ill, a sole parent or homeless.

-This is a special role, with special responsibilities, and real challenges.

2. Greetings 

I bring greetings from other partners in this challenging enterprise:
-from the Welfare Rights Centre where I work, a Community Legal Centre that  specialises in Social Security law and provides free services to people on Social Security in Australia;

-from the National Welfare Rights Network in Australia, our peak income support advocacy  organisation;

-from the Australian Council of Social Service, on which FCOSS was modelled, our national peak body for the community welfare sector in Australia; and 
-from ICSW, including our President, Solveig Askjem from Norway and our Executive Director at the global office in The Netherlands, Denys Correll.

3. Building links – for the task ahead
I have been in this Pacific region for the past two weeks:

- visiting NGO’s in New Zealand and in Samoa, 

-learning about the organisations and the issues they confront

I have also  been attempting to build important links between these organisations and ACOSS and ICSW

-partnerships between NGOs

-we must learn more from each other, and support each other more

-because the task that we confront is great
-neither individuals, nor the market will solve the problems we confront in the Pacific

-Governments have a major role


-but they must first get their own houses in order
-to do this, they need partners, particularly NGOs

4. Pacific performance

Over the past two years, Governments, business and the markets have let us down badly in the Pacific

-overall, the performance of Pacific Island countries has been poor

-the region suffers from high unemployment and joblessness

-government services fail to meet public hopes let alone expectations

-several countries suffer from social or political instability and serious crime

-some face daunting health and /or environmental challenges

Without and upturn in economic growth, the future for these countries is, at best uncertain, at worst bleak.

There is no shortage of prescriptions to address these issues

-the Asia Development Bank and the World Bank have numerous

But the most important – “the best show in town” – is the Pacific Plan, adopted by the leaders of the Pacific Island Forum (PIF) in October 2005.

5. Pacific Plan – vision

The Plan sets out an important vision for the region.

“Leaders believe the Pacific region can, should, and will be a region of peace, harmony, security and economic prosperity, so that all of its people can lead free and worthwhile lives. We treasure the diversity of the Pacific and seek a future in which its cultures, traditions and religious beliefs are valued, honoured and developed. We seek a Pacific region that is respected for the quality of its governance, the sustainable management of its resources, the full observance of democratic values and for its defence and promotion of human rights. We seek partnerships with our neighbours and beyond to develop our knowledge, to improve our communications and to ensure a sustainable economic existence for all.” 

The Plan has a number of implementation strategies that are built on four fundamental pillars:


-economic growth


-sustainable development

-good governance, and

-security.

6. Economic growth

There is a compelling case for economic growth which we in the NGO sector need to come to grips with. Economic growth is essential to address:


-poverty – primarily through delivering employment growth;

-mounting health threats, both through communicable (eg HIV/AIDS) and non-communicable diseases (eg cancer), both of which are on the rise in the region;

-rapid urbanisation; and 

-the threats of climate change.

Confronting these challenges will require significant responses from governments:

-expenditure on education and training, health care, housing, urban infrastructure and waste management.

No country has significantly reduced poverty without significant economic growth

-so, there is a compelling case for economic growth.

But – not just any economic growth!

Economic growth is often mishandled – the dominance of the market as the primary force, often leads to economic growth and wealth for some – but not for all.

7.
Who is to benefit?

The question we in civil society must ask, through our NGOs, is: “who is to benefit?”

Because even in rich countries like Australia, high economic growth, even where sustained over 15 years as we have had, doesn’t necessarily lead to low unemployment, to jobs for all, or a fair distribution of the riches and economic gains

-witness the Third World conditions that thousands of our Aborigines and Torres Straight Islanders live in in Australia.

Unlike in Ireland, the UK and most EU countries, there is no national Anti-Poverty Plan in Australia, and there are at least one million people living in poverty (up to two million on some measures).
8. NGO role

There is a major role for NGOs to play in addressing these issues, in ADVOCACY for social justice

· for social development 

· hand in hand with economic development

· they are inseparable, two sides of the same coin

· we can’t have one without the other

· it’s not a question of get the economy right first and let social development trickle down later.

Not only should we be contributing to the Plan (at local, national and regional level)

-but we should be monitoring, advising on changes, and advocating new directions where necessary, from a pro-poor perspective

- to ensure that that voice is at the table

-a voice based on the real, lived experiences of our members, our constituents, our clients.

9. Partnerships – the strengths and risks
Whilst NGOs have a very special role in service delivery, monitoring and advocacy,

-we cannot act alone, obviously

-we don’t have the resources, the capacity

We are best when we seek out and put time and energy into maintaining partnerships, with


-government


-local authorities


-businesses and the corporate sector, and, most importantly


-other NGOs (working together, not in competition to protect our patch).

We must choose our partnerships – and not have them thrust upon us by those who think they will be good for us.

They must fit with our agenda – and we must be very clear and uncompromising about what our purpose was when we were formed and is today

-there is a risk in partnerships, especially funding partnerships, that they will take us away from our purpose, and too many NGOs have come to suffer what the Canadian NGOs have dubbed “mission drift” (where the funding available takes us away from our purpose) and “advocacy chill” (where silence is the price of receiving funding).
Don’t partner with the devil – just because he has bucket loads of money.

Equally, not everyone with money (including some corporations) is evil!

10. Partnership examples.

I have been asked to outline some of the local, provincial, national and regional level partnerships that the organisations with which I am involved have entered into.

Welfare Rights Centre in Sydney


-funding partnerships with the NSW state government, with trade unions, and even with a national superannuation / provident fund;


-service partnerships with the Legal Aid Commission, trade unions, Community Legal Centres and other community welfare agencies; 


-publishing partnerships with state governments throughout Australia to publish the Independent Social Security Handbook  quarterly, on the internet, for an annual subsription fee.
National Welfare Rights Network


-partnerships with our members for service and funding;


-advocacy partnerships with Government policy and service delivery agencies;

ACOSS


-partnerships with members, government departments, ministers of the Government, philanthropic foundations and corporations


-corporations
 – for in-kind services (eg free website design and service) and for direct funding (mostly for projects) including Telstra and the Commonwealth Bank.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
· a very popular or fashionable notion at present, has lead to increased opportunities for partnerships with corporations looking to improve their reputation and increase their business by being seen to be acting as a “good corporate citizen”.

· most corporations however take a minimalist view of CSR, limited only to “do no damage” and “return something to society through some sponsorship or NGO funding”.

· mostly, this is limited to obvious charity work, providing direct assistance to people in poverty, rather than to peak or advocacy bodies

· however, as indicated above, CSR does provide the occasional valuable and mutually advantageous partnership.

11. Regional and bi-lateral international partnerships

A growing area of opportunity and challenge for NGOs, particularly peak bodies, is in forging international partnerships – both on a bi-lateral basis and on a regional basis.

Governments are increasingly operating on a regional basis – through regional groupings of governments such as:


-the Pacific Island Forum (PIF), and 


-the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

This presents national NGOs (like FCOSS and ACOSS) and regional NGOs like the Pacific Islands Association of Non Governmental Organisations (PIANGO) and ICSW South East Asia and Pacific Region a real challenge – and a most important responsibility.

-there is no shortage of business and other pro-market lobby groups active in these arenas


-we need:

- to make sure there is a balance



- to ensure that social justice is not ignored

- to ensure that issues relating to social development, social welfare and social protection are part of the policy considerations.
By social development, I mean such issues as:


-education and training ( a basic 12 year lifetime entitlement for all)


-employment


-housing and shelter


-water and other basic infrastructure.

By social welfare, I refer to policies to ensure:


-health care – universal, free, high quality primary and hospital care for all


-disability services, and 


-age care services.
By social protection, I mean 


-protection against trafficking of women and children


-programs to provide protection against HIV/AIDS


-protection against domestic violence


-protection against loss of income through injury, unemployment or disability.

Two weeks ago, a number of NGOs from Australia spent a week in Indonesia working with a large number of counterpart NGOs building their capacity in relation to research and advocacy on issues relating to the promised new national social security system in Indonesia that was legislated before the last election in October 2005.

These developments may not be on the horizon in most Pacific countries at present, but they can come very quickly with development. Who would have predicted just 10 years ago that Indonesia, a country of 120 million with a national budget of just US$60 billion and wide spread poverty, would have a legislated national income protection scheme by 2005. At this stage it is very broad and lacking in detail, but it is nevertheless a very significant development that has forced NGOs in Indonesia to want to “get up to speed” on the associated policy and advocacy issues very quickly. The partnership with NGOs in Australia is proving to very valuable and mutually beneficial.
12. The Pacific Region

However, perhaps the most important partnership we need to develop in the foreseeable future is between NGOs throughout the Pacific:


-first and foremost, together, NGO to NGO, through PIANGO, and

-second, in genuine, respectful and productive partnerships with our own national governments.
NGOs are vital to the future of the Pacific region and to the implementation of the Pacific Plan

· our fates are tied together – our peoples, our nations and our NGOs.

Solutions cannot be found, nor implemented, without NGOs.

At our best, we are:

-democratic

-not-for-profit

-not for self-interest

-in touch with the issues and the people in need through our grass roots work

-practical and solution oriented

-independent, and 
-fearless in our non-party political, informed, evidence based advocacy.

(These are our best practice attributes against which each NGO present can judge itself!) 

The importance and role of NGOs is recognised in the Pacific Plan – at least in theory.
But we  need more than just acknowledgement – more than just rhetoric.

For NGOs (at the local service delivery level, the national level and the regional level) to be able to fully contribute 


-governments must embrace NGOs as partners


-governments must actually listen and not seek to muzzle them when they don’t like the message.
For NGOs to be strong, active contributors, particularly peak or umbrella NGOs, they must be properly funded. It is part of the responsibility of governments in democratic societies to fund the voice of the disadvantaged.

13. The challenge ahead
There are real challenges ahead for all partners in the Pacific if we are to ensure that we give the Pacific Plan a real chance of being implemented. 

No organisation, no government, no country can address, let alone solve these problems alone.

As the Pacific Plan acknowledges, partnerships are needed at the local, national and regional level. We must embrace those partnerships


-with other NGOs locally, nationally and regionally through PIANGO, and


-with governments, nationally and in the region through PIF.

In doing so, we have a special role, and a special responsibility

· to ensure that economic policy is balanced by social policy

· to ensure that economic growth is not achieved at the expense of social justice

· to ensure that the concerns and needs of the most vulnerable, those most in need, are not overlooked, but rather are placed at the forefront through our example and through our robust advocacy.

� NGO – Non Government Organisation. Used generically to include NSA’s (Non State Actors) and CSO’s (Civil Society Organisations)


� “ Pacific 2020”, May 2006, Australian Government. AUSAid.


� Russell Skelton, “Shame in nation’s dead heart”, Sydney Morning Herald,  News Review, 20-21 May 2006.





PAGE  
7

