Solveig Askjem President ICSW Opening Address 
Minister, 

Professor Abdullah Baginda

Executive Director, Denys Correll 

Senior Officials and Ministers from Austria,  Libya, Nigeria and Trinidad and Tobago 

and delegates to the 31st International Conference of the International Council of Social Welfare.

Thank you, Professor Baginda for your very warm welcome to this wonderful country. I have now been here almost a week for the meetings of the ICSW committees. I have appreciated your kind hospitality.

I come from Norway, which is about as far north as you can go short of icebergs. Norway is a great sea faring nation and as I speak, many Norwegian ships will be in the harbours of Asia.

I do feel I have to mention that English is not my native language, so I hope the many delegates will forgive me if my pronunciation of English is not perfect.

As the program for this conference developed, I felt more and more excited. Truly, the conference organisers have brought together the most important themes to people working in welfare and development. I assume that the great numbers attending this conference reflect the interest in the topics we have chosen. This conference has been a dream of the Malaysian National Council of Welfare and Social Development for many years. I am so pleased that is now a reality.

ICSW and the National Council have formed a cooperative partnership in developing the theme and organising the program to make this conference possible. The conference has been highly successful in attracting over a thousand registrations – a result of an interesting and challenging program. Let me talk a little bit about the program.

Our first plenary session will be focussing on the social consequences of globalisation. The word globalisation means many things to many people. It will be a unique experience to have four of the world’s leading experts on globalisation issues on stage at the same time.

The second plenary focuses on religion, cultures and social cohesion. We are holding this conference in a country that is mainly Muslim. And the conference is being held at a time in history when there are many misunderstandings between major religions. Surely it is the responsibility of people working in welfare and development to create bridges between cultures. In many instances our governments have failed to do this.

The third plenary will reflect on a major component of ICSW’s work over the last few years, building relationships between civil society and regional groupings of government. In most parts of the world, governments have come together on a regional basis to reach agreement on trade and economic issues. ICSW’s contribution is to enable civil society to engage with these groupings of government on social issues. I have been particularly involved in working in the Black Sea countries to bring about strong links between civil society and the Black Sea Association of Regional Cooperation. Our staff have worked mainly in Africa to build the relationships between African civil society and the regional government bodies – ECOWAS and SADC. In our audience we have key non government leaders in those regions – Abie Ditlhake and Judith Kaulem from eastern and southern Africa and Charles Abbey and Sekou Traore from Mali. We are doing what we can as ICSW to support these regional leaders.

Our work has been made possible by the commitment and resources of the governments of Finland, Denmark and the United Kingdom. In addition, we have formed very strong links with the Commonwealth Foundation in Africa and work very closely with them to achieve our mutual goals. We are looking to forging new links with other international organisations and are pleased to have with us during this conference both the World Bank and the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung.

We will achieve much through partnerships as no organisation alone can achieve the ambitious aims that we have set for ourselves.

Over the last few days ICSW governing bodies have met to develop our program for the next four years. I am very pleased to inform you that ICSW has committed itself to work in four areas:

· First, we have been encouraged to continue our work with the United Nations. ICSW has a high reputation for its advocacy work at the UN. We have argued and will continue to argue for the strengthening of the role of the United Nations in global governance. We will argue for the implementation of UN social rights mechanisms.

We will aim as part of our international role to work with the Helsinki process, which is engaging stakeholders in the north and south to seek novel and empowering solutions to the dilemmas of global governance. You will hear more of the Helsinki process in the first plenary.

· Second, we will continue and extend our regional cooperation activities by strengthening the activities of civil society advocates in the South.

· Third is a new direction of engaging our Northern ICSW members in a socially responsible approach to globalisation by Northern governments. As the first stage of this work our Nordic members will be meeting with our members from the South. The intent is to develop partnerships between Northern members and some Southern members to monitor and influence the overseas development assistance of Northern donors.

Another aspects of our North/South work will be our North members working with their governments to meet Millennium Development Goal 8, which is to increase overseas development funding to the South.

· The fourth area is creating a South/South policy dialogue. We know that our South members have many lessons to learn from each other. We want to enhance information sharing between our South members, particularly where they can find new approaches to social economic security. Even though this was only adopted yesterday, we have already arranged for meetings between key South leaders during this conference.

We have constructed a conference that I believe will provide you with new knowledge and create many opportunities for dialogue between participants. Do make the very best of this opportunity to meet new people and share ideas and information. I join with our Malaysian hosts in welcoming you to Malaysia and to this conference.
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