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1.
Introductory remarks

It is an honour to represent the International Council on Social Welfare (ICSW), the global organisation of National Councils on Social Welfare and Social Development.

In particular I am honoured to represent the South East Asia and Pacific Region (SEAP) and all our member organisations and collaborating NGOs throughout this exciting and dynamic region.

SEAP is one the10 ICSW regions, but it is one of the most dynamic:


-because of the peoples of this region;


-because of the economies of this region; and 


-because of the state of development of the countries in this region.

This is:


- a most important day


- a most important event


- the beginning of a great opportunity



-but only a beginning

-it has been a long time coming

- since the adoption of the ICSW Regional Cooperation Program in 2002, and the recognition of ASEAN as an important regional structure with which our members needed to engage
- since the ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting on Social Welfare and Development in November 2003 welcomed a proposal by Thailand to lead an initiative on GO-NGO networking in ASEAN 

- since Mr Ken Ong took this message to the ICSW Global Conference in Kuala Lumpur in 2004 and committed ASEAN to taking up the challenge of engaging with ICSW members

- since ICSW members from ASEAN countries met in Manila in October 2005 and decided to actively pursue a GO-NGO Forum with ASEAN as soon as possible.
2.
Recognition and thanks

We are much indebted to:


- the Thai Government – for the original vision and the 2003 proposal;

- Mr Chinchai Cheecharoen, the Deputy Director of the Office of the National Commission on Social Welfare Service Promotion, and all his staff, for all the organisational work over many months;
- the ASEAN Secretariat for their organisational contribution and their ongoing support and encouragement;

- Mr Gerry Fox, ICSW Special Representative, for his experience, energy and invaluable contribution to the organisation and conduct of the Forum;

- the Government of Japan, for funding this exercise, and recognising that the NGOs gathered here would never have been able to participate in this way without this financial support; and
- the Government of Sweden, for providing funds to support the ICSW Regional Cooperation Program and the ICSW contribution to this Forum.
3.
General trends throughout Southeast Asia – bring and bind us together
We come together for this important event in the context of a number of significant trends that bind and challenge us:


-ageing population

-changing family structure


-changes in employment patterns


-changes in labour market and labour relations


-changes in the role of the family and in traditional social protection


-changes in the roles of women 

These are all recognised in the NGO country statements that are to be tabled and addressed as part of this Forum.


-they are all are significant and dramatic

-they are all shared by the populations across the region and affect both Governments and NGOs in the need to find ways to address the problems and challenges that result.
4.
The role of NGOs

As we begin this important collaboration to take up and address these challenges together, it is important for us all to share a clear understanding of the diverse role of NGOs.
To assist in this, I outline four of the major roles. Some national NGOs undertake functions at all four levels, some undertake only some of the functions. There is generally a progression from service delivery through to public advocacy as national NGOs (national councils of NGOs) grow and mature.
i)
Service delivery – to deliver programs directly 
- through self funded programs (resulting from own fundraising) 
- in partnerships – Government and NGO; and 
- under Government contract (resulting from Government outsourcing or contracting out service delivery programs).
[An important part of this service delivery - implementing programs to address the needs of people living in poverty, on low incomes or otherwise disadvantaged - is to treat them with dignity and to empower them in the process, especially in their capacity to fully utilise the services available]

ii)
Consultation and research – to inform program design and to evaluate
-to determine what is needed – for the communities with whom we work, on a local, district and national level, and
-to determine what works (evaluation – leading to best practice and redesign)

iii)
The provision of advice to governments

-to provide informed and independent advice to Governments 

[if it is neither informed from grass roots practice and research, nor robustly independent, then it is of little value to the people we represent. It may be convenient for the government ant the time, but in terms of policy it is ultimately of no value]
This advice can be provided:


-through formal advisory structures; and

-through ad hoc meetings

iv)
Public advocacy

-this role refers to the responsibility that comes from working with people in poverty or other marginalised or vulnerable circumstances, to stand up and speak out for their rights, their issues and their interests, or otherwise lose credibility and the capacity and right to work with such people;
-this area of public advocacy is the area that often causes governments most grief;
- nevertheless, it is a vital right and a vital role of NGOs, but it comes with responsibilities.
5.
Responsibilities of NGOs

NGOs play an important role in society and this role carries many responsibilities, among the most important of which are:

i)
to remain close to the people they serve (not become distant and aloof or remote); 
ii)
to be honest, transparent – especially in the values base from which they operate, and competent (efficient and productive) in all their dealings;
iii)
to always operate from an evidence base:
-all four aspects of the role of NGOs should be guided by the evidence;
-by research and analysis – to identify the evidence;
-it should not be driven by ideology or party allegiance.
iv)
to be non-party political or to be neutral of all political parties

-NGO work is often political, especially the public advocacy component, but this must always be independent of all political parties;

-NGOs must be able to praise good policy and expose bad policy or proposals, without fear or favour.
v)
to be non-personal

-advocacy, be it private (eg in parliament) or public (eg in the media) should stick to the issues and not the personalities as the personal should not become the issue or be allowed to distract us from the issue.
6.
The growth and importance of regions
These roles and responsibilities of NGOs are particularly important to recognise at the regional level as regions, and regional structures of governments become increasingly important in our globalised world

- globalisation is characterised by:
- the free flow of capital

- global markets flourish in both goods and increasingly services, and even labour markets

In this context the role and responsibilities of the nation state are not diminished but they are significantly changed:
- whilst economic policy is increasingly global, appropriate regulation is increasingly important;
- more important still is the fact that in a globalised world, the role of the nation state in social policy increases often to ensure that there are programs to address the inequities of the global market;
- this is particularly in relation to social welfare and social protection systems.
In this context, regional structures like ASEAN, and Mecosur, and SARC, and even the Pacific Island Forum, have become even more important


- both in terms of competition, and


- in terms of cooperation.
ASEAN, as we know, is very well established
- many of its member countries have experienced the highs and lows of the globalised economy over the last decade
- great economic and social progress has been made

- but not for all 
-much of the progress is uneven and many risk being left behind, to the ultimate detriment of not just the few, but all of us

-many issues need still to be addressed and many of these need regional solutions, through regional dialogue and regional cooperation.

7.
ICSW and the regional approach

The International Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) and its national council members stand willing and able to play a role in this.

The ICSW has a four year Global Program, one of the key planks of which is our Regional Cooperation Program.
This is based on our understanding of:

1.
the importance of regionalism – both for governments and for NGOs; and 


2.
our commitment to enhancing regional cooperation:



-between NGOs




-between NGOs and Governments, and

-between ICSW members and regional government structures such as ASEAN 

In the ASEAN region, this means:
1.
- capacity building for our National Council members – National Councils of Social Welfare and Social Development, and National NGO Forums – so that they can carry out all four of the functions of NGOs outlined above within a clear understanding of their responsibilities in so doing and therefore be able to rise to the challenges of national and regional participation and advocacy;

2.
- building bi-lateral cooperation between NGOs, like through the social security and social protection project currently operating between NGOs in Indonesia, Malaysia and Australia;

3.
- cooperation between ICSW members and other national NGOs at the regional level, like we saw yesterday throughout the NGO Preparatory Meeting here in Bangkok – a regional first, and a first time for many participants; 
4.
- stronger cooperation between strong and capable ICSW national members and their national Ministries and Governments; and

5.
- cooperation between ICSW members and ASEAN through formal, regular and dynamic structures which are yet to be put in place.

8.
Beginning to build the structures 
As stated in the discussion paper attached to my formal letter of invitation to participate in and address this forum from the Thai Ministry, “there is yet no regional coordination mechanism that could link the respective strengths each ASEAN country has to offer in terms of GO-NGO partnerships for social welfare and development”. 
Today we come together: 
-to begin to close that gap, 
-to complete this circle, 
-to lay the foundations for what must be seen as something in the order of a 10 year development plan.

We have made a great start, but we have a long way to go. Let me clearly state the commitment from the ICSW to see this through in a spirit of goodwill and cooperation, never losing sight of the goal
– to enhance the quality of life and the standard of living of the marginalised people in our region, of those living in poverty or who are otherwise disadvantaged through such conditions as disability.

9.
Anticipating and preparing for the differences – MOU or protocols
If this is to be a dynamic and valuable relationship, then there will no doubt be differences, problems, possibly even disagreements from time to time. So it is important to state clearly this shared goal from the outset – as set out above.
It is also wise to consider designing and putting in place, at an early stage, practical mechanisms to enable us to address any differences should they arise but also to record how we wish to operate together. This could be done in the form of a Memorandum of Understanding or through some form of agreed protocol.

10.
ICSW commitment – “Engaging with ASEAN – a Guide for Civil Society Organisations”
ICSW is committed to building a strong National Council in every ASEAN member country and to working with other NGOs in the region that share our goals and directions.

This GO-NGO Forum is an excellent beginning towards: (again quoting from the ASEAN discussion paper that accompanied my invitation)

“strengthening GO-NGO networking and partnerships for social welfare and development in the ASEAN region; and pursuing regional priorities for systematic design and delivery of social services”.
We come with great commitment

We come with great hope, and 

We come with mountains of goodwill.

But we also acknowledge that many of us come without mountains of experience, especially at the national and regional level.

We believe, as per the East Asia Study Group’s recommendation for Medium and Long Term Measures “that working closely with NGOs in policy consultation and coordination to encourage civic participation and state-civil society partnerships should be prioritised.”

We have attempted to prepare for this through the preparation of country statements to the best of our ability and by meeting together yesterday to find common issues and recommendations to ASEAN from among those statements.
But, we acknowledge also that :

-we are here to learn

-we are here to make a start

-we are here to begin a long term process that, no doubt, we will all get better at over time.

We hope that we have demonstrated our goodwill and commitment through the recent publication of the booklet “Engaging with ASEAN – a Guide for Civil Society Organisations”, designed to strengthen the capacity of our National Council members to contribute to this Forum and the ongoing process of engagement with ASEAN. 

11.
The need for national NGO capacity building
For it is our strong belief that the process will not work, will not be of benefit to ASEAN or the people we all serve, unless we have:
-strong, committed and independent National Councils and NGO Forums.
The advice we can give and the partnership that we can offer will only be as good as our capacity allows.

For this to happen, we must work together to design and implement a program of national NGO capacity building.

Currently ICSW receives some financial assistance from the Government of Sweden to assist us to do some of this work, although understandably, not much of it is available for this region.

In the past, the Asia Development Bank has also provided invaluable assistance to enable us to train our member organisations in relation to Government budgets and budget processes, but this has been in the Pacific and not yet in the ASEAN region.

It may also be time for ASEAN Governments and ASEAN itself to consider the need to put resources into NGO capacity building in order to underpin the commitment in many ASEAN policy documents to dialogue with NGOs and to “encouraging proactive involvement of civil society in addressing important regional priorities for social welfare and development and poverty reduction” (ASEAN discussion paper).
As NGOs, we recognise that the best results are to be gained through cooperation with Governments and governmental organisations:
-we share the same future

-we share the same goals

-we share the same ambitions


-for social development


-for social welfare, and


-for social protection

for all the people in our communities and our countries.

But to achieve this, we must retain our separate identities and our independence:
-for this gives us our strength;
-just as the strings of the guitar vibrate together to make perfect harmony

-so do they remain independent of each other

-joined at top and bottom but separate and apart

-on a parallel course

-dependent on each other

-unable to harmonise if they come too close together
-but contributing to the same symphony in their own unique and independent way.

This is how we seek to go forward from today – side by side, independently strong, for a better future for all the peoples of the ASEAN countries.

