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Introduction

Regionalism is not a new phenomenon within Latin America. From the end of the 1960s several sub-regional bodies emerged like the Andean Community and the Common Market of the South. It has been said that most countries in the world are a member of at least one regional body. This is also the case within the Latin American and Caribbean region. The several bodies that arose over the past decades have overlapping members, especially in South America. For example, Bolivia is a member of the Latin American Association for Integration (ALADI), the Andean Community (CAN), the South American Community of Nations (SACN) and an associate member of Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR).
This paper explores the regional bodies existing within Latin America and the Caribbean, namely, ALADI, CAN, CARICOM (Caribbean Community) and MERCOSUR. In addition recent alternative initiatives like the Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas (ALBA) and the Trade Treaty of the People (TCP) are examined. A particular focus of this paper is on the role of civil society within these bodies and the way the bodies deal (or not deal) with regional social policy. 

Latin American Association for Integration (ALADI)

ALADI is an intergovernmental organization that came into being in 1980 after the signing of the Montevideo Treaty (TM80). The countries that signed this treaty and thus formed the membership of the Association were Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela. In 1998 the membership was extended with the acceptance of Cuba. Given that ALADI is the successor of the Latin American Association for the Common Market (ALALC) it follows that the members’ main objective is to establish a common market that seeks to create economic and social development within the region. To fulfil the objective of economic and social development the following regional agreements have been made:

Regional tariff preference granted to products originating in the member countries, based on the tariffs in vigour for third countries;

Regional scope agreement, among member countries ;

Partial scope agreements, between two or more countries of the area (at www.aladi.org).

The ALADI is aimed at the integration of the whole region. As such it is possible for any other Latin American country to apply for membership. Also, member countries are allowed to form multilateral or partial scope agreements. An example is the establishment of sub-regional bodies like MERCOSUR.
Social Policy and inclusion of Civil Society

In the TM80 civil society is not mentioned, neither is there any clear information on civil society’s participation nor consulting within ALALDI. As for its consideration of social issues the same can be said. It is clear that the body works on a mainly governmental and economic level. 

Even so, when conducting research on ALADI’s website it appears that despite TM80 civil society is not neglected completely. Several documents indicate the inclusion of civil society. For example there was a “round table” meeting with representatives of civil society organizations in November 2003. Cooperation with civil society is also underlined in a speech given in 2005 by Secretary General Dr. Didier Opertti who said: 
“ALADI works with civil society. Yesterday we even had a meeting with a Working Group that develops ALADI – Fuerzas Productivas – to examine production actors, both in sectors of business and work. These sectors should be the subject of special attention from ALADI.” (At www.aladi.org: translated from Spanish). 
In the same speech he also stresses the importance of education for the region and he states there is more to the integration process than merely opening frontiers or market access. The above shows that even though a structural inclusion of civil society does not seem to be a part of ALADI’s mandate civil society has not been completely excluded. 
Andean Community (CAN)

In 1969 a treaty was signed in Cartagena, Colombia between Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru. The countries committed to bettering the lives of their citizens through integration, economic and social cooperation. The countries were known as the ‘Andean Group’, ‘Andean Pact’ or ‘Cartagena Treaty’. In 1973 Venezuela joined the group and in 1976 Chile left the group. During the first decades the countries clung to a so-called ‘closed model’ with regard to economic activity. However, the major debt crisis that hit most Latin American countries during the 1980s spurred these countries to move to an ‘open model’. A free trade zone was thus created between the member states in 1993. The focus in that era was mainly on economic integration. In 1997 several institutional changes occurred and the Andean Pact was replaced by the Andean Community.
In the recent decade it became increasingly obvious that a focus on open economic integration did not reduce the problems of poverty, exclusion and inequality. Therefore a social component was added to the integration process. Today the Community embraces issues including political, social, environmental and economical. The member states of the Community are Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia and Peru. Associated countries are Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay. Observing countries are Mexico and Panama.
The objectives of CAN are to:

Promote the Member Countries’ balanced and harmonious development under equitable conditions through integration and economic and social cooperation; 

Step-up their growth and job creation;

Facilitate their participation in the regional integration process, with a view to the gradual formation of a Latin American common market;

Reduce the Member Countries’ external vulnerability and improve their position in the international economy;

Reinforce sub regional solidarity and reduce differences in development among the Member Countries;

Seek the continuing improvement of the living standards of the sub region’s inhabitants (at www.comunidadandina.org).  

Social Agenda

CAN developed at the 2004 Meeting of Heads of States in Guadalajara, Mexico an Integral Plan for Social Development (IPSD) to fulfil the promise of “working towards social cohesion”.. IPSD aims to fight poverty, exclusion and inequality in the region. General objectives of the IPSD include making the integration process relevant to all population, exchanging national social policies and promoting the construction of a Community Social Policy.

Project and programmes that are linked to the Plan cover issues of socio-labour, education and culture, health, rural development, food security, environment and social development in border areas. Their goals correspond to those set during the Summits on Social Development, an example being the fight against Malaria in border areas. 

In Article 2 of the 601 decision the CAN decided that the country representatives of CAN have to establish a follow-up committee in which state and academics are represented, but also “together with representatives of organized Civil Society” (at www.comunidadandina.org). The role of civil society within CAN is explored below.

Civil Society and CAN
 “Civil society plays an organized role in the Andean integration process through the formulation and statement of opinions and viewpoints by the Andean Business and Labor Advisory Councils and dialogue on and the coordination of the interests of indigenous peoples in the CAN. Consumers and the municipalities are also being encouraged to participate in the process.”
CAN works with three different subjects that are connected to civil society: entrepreneurs and workers; indigenous people; and consumer rights. For entrepreneurs and workers the structure consists of two advisory councils, the Business Advisory Council and the Labor Advisory Council. Both comprise delegates that are chosen by the organization representing the business sector or labour organizations in each of the four member countries. The Councils are advisory and may give opinions and participate in meetings of the Andean Council of Foreign Ministers. They also attend meetings of government experts related to the Andean Community and discuss issues concerning the Council’s sectoral activity.
The Working Group on Indigenous Peoples was established in 2002 in order to include the indigenous civil society organizations in the integration process. The job of the Group is to recommend and give an opinion on issues concerning the regional indigenous population as well as to stimulate exchanges within and between the member countries on indigenous matters. 
As stated above, one of the objectives of CAN is to “Seek the continuing improvement of the living standards of the sub region’s inhabitants”. According to a study conducted by the Minority Rights Group International in 2003 there has been an ongoing neglect of the needs and rights of indigenous peoples. It was claimed in the study that conventional standards of measuring poverty show the marginal position of indigenous peoples. However, they often regard themselves as rich in culture and tradition. Rather than being obliged to have cement floors (Feiring 2003: 10), which disregards the habits of certain indigenous people, they would like to be acknowledged as peoples and with a right to self determination. (Feiring 2003: 2). So far, the report claims, indigenous groupings have not been drawn enough into decision making processes concerning development.
It can be concluded that CAN is certainly involving Indigenous groupings from their member countries by the creation of the Working Group. This is specifically stated under Responsibilities of the Working Group, a): “Recommend measures to promote the rights of indigenous peoples, particularly with regard to the eradication of poverty, development with social equity and the recognition of the indigenous contribution to Andean society.” (At www.comunidadandina.org).

  
Regarding delegates serving the Group, every member country can have seven full members in the group. Three of them are appointed by organizations representing the indigenous people, three government delegates and one delegate from the Office of the Ombudsman of each Member Country.
Recently, the First Forum of Indigenous Intellectuals and Researchers was held. Recommendations and conclusions made by the forum to CAN can be found on the Community’s website.

Equal to the bodies described above is the third initiative which goes by the name Working Committee for the Defense of Consumer Rights. The main function of this committee is advisory. Its most important objective is to promote the active participation of public and private institutions involved in the defence of consumer rights in the Member Countries. Decision 539 is the supporting document of the Committee stating that “the defence of consumer rights constitutes a fundamental mechanism to contribute to development of productive capacities and potentials and to the given services in the Andean Community, to secure that they do not destroy the interest of the people in the Sub regions through the abuse of dominant market positions or of other non legal commercial practices” (translated from Spanish, decision 539).
Although the committee was established in 2003 no indication of its activity can be found in a search of documents of the CAN.
Apart from the two points that were reported on above, the Andean Community considers a variety of other issues including migration, democracy and human rights and tourism. This makes the CAN a sub regional body with an interest not just in economic integration but in much broader integration including economics, politics, social and developmental issues, environment and culture. Moreover, with the creation of several civil society bodies CAN has exhibited its openness to civil society participation and involvement.
Caribbean Community (CARICOM)

The Caribbean Community was established in 1973. It integrated the formerly independent Caribbean Free Trade Association (CARIFTA) and a Common Market was added. The objectives of the Community are:
· to improve standards of living and work; 
· the full employment of labour and other factors of production; 
· accelerated, coordinated and sustained economic development and convergence; 
· expansion of trade and economic relations with third States; 
· enhanced levels of international competitiveness; 
· organisation for increased production and productivity; 
· achievement of a greater measure of economic leverage and effectiveness of Member States in dealing with third States, groups of States and entities of any description;
· the enhanced co-ordination of Member States’ foreign and foreign economic policies; 
· enhanced functional co-operation, including – 
· more efficient operation of common services and activities for the benefit of its people;
· accelerated promotion of greater understanding among its peoples and the advancement of their social, cultural and technological development;
· intensified activities in areas such as health, education, transportation, telecommunications (at www.caricom.org).

The CARICOM 15 member states and five associate members are:
CARICOM MEMBER STATES 

Antigua and Barbuda 

The Bahamas 

Barbados 

Belize 

Dominica 

Grenada 

Guyana 

Haiti 

Jamaica 

Montserrat 

Saint Lucia 

St. Kitts and Nevis 

St. Vincent and the Grenadines 

Suriname 

Trinidad and Tobago 

CARICOM ASSOCIATE MEMBERS 

Anguilla - 4 July 1999 

Bermuda - 2 July 2003 

British Virgin Islands - 2 July 1991 

Cayman Islands - 15 May 2002 

Turks and Caicos Islands - 2 July 1991  

Noteworthy is the governmental status of Montserrat, which is a British overseas territory. The five associate members also are British overseas territories.
From the objectives stated above one can conclude that a main issue for CARICOM is economic integration. However, this has not restricted interest in other issues. Institutions of the Community include amongst others the Caribbean Agriculture Research and Development Institute (CARDI); Caribbean Centre for Development Administration (CARICAD); Caribbean Food and Nutrition Institute (CFNI); Caribbean Organisation of Tax Administrators (COTA); and Council of Legal Education (CLE).
Social Policy
Among the four organs that belong to the CARICOM structure is the Council for Human and Social Development (COHSOD). Their Council’s main commitments are to:
· promote the improvement of health, including the development and organisation of efficient and affordable health services in the Community; 
· promote the development of education through the efficient organisation of educational and training facilities in the Community, including elementary and advanced vocational training and technical facilities; 
· promote and develop co-coordinated policies and programmes to improve the living and working conditions of workers and take appropriate measures to facilitate the organisation and development of harmonious labour and industrial relations in the Community; 
· establish policies and programmes to promote the development of youth and women in the Community with a view to encouraging and enhancing their participation in social, cultural, political and economic activities; 
· promote and establish programmes for the development of culture and sports in the Community; 
· promote the development of special focus programmes supportive of the establishment and maintenance of a healthy human environment in the Community, and;
· undertake any additional functions remitted to it by the Conference, arising under this Treaty (at www.caricom.org).

COHSOD has been divided into four thematic sub-programmes: Culture; Gender and Development; Sport; and Youth. All four programmes have their own conferences and meetings. Member states are represented by ministers at conferences or meetings held by the COHSOD. Both ministers and the Council itself are free to invite as many advisors or individuals representing organizations or non-member states. These advisors or individuals may participate in the meetings but do not have the right to vote.
In the past few years several Conferences have been held with different social themes, like HIV/AIDS in 2004 and Gender Equity in 2005. In June 2007 the Culture Programme conducted a meeting on cultural policies. In August 2007, the Tenth Regular Session of the Regional Conference on Women in Latin America and the Caribbean was held with a preparatory committee held in May. Coming up is the CARICOM Summit on Chronic Non-communicable Diseases. A main goal of the Summit is to propose solutions to the problems. As CARICOM states: “It is possible to stop it. Other countries have done so by implementing comprehensive and integrated programmes for prevention and control. The Caribbean can and must do as well or better.”
Civil Society and CARICOM
CARICOM Heads of Governments (of the Member States or any Minister or other person appointed by the Head of Government) have acknowledged the important role that civil society can play within the integration process. In 1993 it was decided that “the integration process would require a strong and supportive civil society.” (Forward Together Consultation). As a result of this the Heads of Governments adopted the Charter of Civil Society in 1997. The Charter describes Social Partners as being “the Government of a State, Associations of Employers, Workers’ Organizations and such Non-Governmental Organizations as the State may recognize”. Article XXII on Social Partners states that “The States undertake to establish within their respective States a framework for genuine consultations among the social partners in order to reach common understandings on and support for the objectives, contents and implementation of national economic and social programmes and their respective roles and responsibilities in good governance”. Both statements imply that States will have to start consulting these “social partners” in their decision making concerning social issues of all types. (See link below for full charter)

http://www.caricom.org/jsp/secretariat/legal_instruments/chartercivilsocietyresolution.jsp?menu=secretariat#Terms
It was decided in 1999 that a greater interaction with civil society was necessary for the exchange of ideas on development of the region and its peoples. As a consequence of this decision a Regional Conference “Forward Together” was organized in July 2002 in Georgetown, Guyana.
The aim of the “Forward Together” Conference was to identify strategies for financing development, search for new approaches to collaboration and consultation between civil society and governments, and strengthen dialogue and collaboration on promoting regional development among NGOs. Preceding the conference all countries had consulted civil society at a national level. (The records of these National Consultations can be found at the CARICOM website under ‘Community’ – ‘Regional issues’ – ‘Civil Society’.) These documents contributed to the documentation discussed at the Conference. Issues raised included - organizing the Caribbean Single Market Economy, integrating women and youth into the development agenda and models for justice, governance and human rights.
As positive as the position of CARICOM towards civil society might be, few documents can be found on CARICOM’s website on recent activities or participation of civil society. However, Elma Gene Isaac describes the “Forward Together” Conference as a “Landmark encounter” (p.27) because as a result governments agreed on the vital role of civil society in the process of regional and social policy development and on the establishment of mechanisms for continuous dialogue between Heads of Governments and civil society. 
Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR)

The Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR) was founded in 1991 after Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay signed the Asunción Treaty. In 1994 the Ouro Preto Protocol established MERCOSUR institutional structure. The fundamental goal that was set in the Asunción Treaty is integration of the four member states. This is to be achieved through free circulation of goods, services and means of production, as well as a common external tax and adaptation of common commercial politics. 

In addition to economic integration, politics plays an important role within MERCOSUR. The member countries share common values on democratic politics, human rights and development. Together the countries have reached compromises to strive for further democratic consolidation, juridical security, fighting poverty and equal economic and social development. A good example is the Ushuaia Protocol on Democratic Agreement signed by the member states and Chile and Bolivia. In the Agreement the countries recognize that “the strength of the democratic institutions is an indispensable condition for the existence and development of integration processes and that all disorder of democratic order forms an unacceptable obstacle for the continuity of the regional integration process” (at www.mercosur.org.uy: translated from Spanish).
In the past years MERCOSUR’s membership has expanded widely across the region, now including Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru as associate members and Venezuela as a member state. Venezuela signed its affiliation in 2006 but is still waiting for Brazil and Paraguay to agree to its entry.

Social Policy and inclusion of Civil Society
It has been said that MERCOSUR is the most successful regional initiative in Latin America. Even so, very little can be found on social policies or activities within the organisation. Likewise it is hard to find anything on the participation and involvement of civil society. A great majority of the documents found on an electronic search of “MERCOSUR” relate economic integration process and other issues to economics. The MERCOSUR official website does not have a search capacity. The one internal body that can be found and might have a connection to the social field is the Economic-Social Consultative Forum. However, any type of explanation about the forum is lacking. 
In his article on Citizenship and Governance in MERCOSUR Grugel points out the lack of research and information available on social dimensions within new regionalism in Latin America in general:
“Studies of new regionalism in Latin America have mainly focused on its role within the unfolding of a post-1980s political economy of trade and investment liberalization and its sociological and political dimensions have generally been neglected.” (Grugel 2005: 1063)
He claims too that civil society has long been excluded from regional integration processes and that “it is exceptionally difficult for civil society-based groups to access regionalist policy-making arenas” (Grugel 2005: 1071). However, an emerging activity of civil society groups in the whole of the Americas and an increasing awareness of the importance and role of including civil society has enabled an opening for civil society cooperation within macro-regionalist structures. 

It is important to note that MERCOSUR has been an initiative of South-American elites. Despite some crisis MERCOSUR has continued to exist because “it plays a role in protecting national economic elites…” (Grugel 2005 1064). 
In 1999 the Instituto Social de Mercosur (IMS) was established. IMS is a local group containing social policy makers and legal experts. Its aim is to stimulate the inclusion of social policy within MERCOSUR and thus make the position of social issues no longer subordinate to the peripheral sphere. According to the IMS it is necessary to address the social problems that have risen from economic integration:
“…successful integration can only proceed through active policies of social inclusion, since the spill-over problems from economic integration will gradually necessitate a coordinated response by member states…” (Grugel 2005: 1067).

In his article Grugel also makes a comment on the earlier mentioned Economic-Social Consultative Forum (or Foro Consultativo Economico y Social - FCES). He claims that the Forum is weak and not fully in favour of social reform. The latter is a result of the business domination within the Forum. This said, Grugel continues that although the Forum might be weak and has no executive authority, the chances for change are “significantly weakened” if the FSEC is not backing the idea (Grugel 2005: 1072).
Grugel is not the only one who underlines the challenges for MERCOSUR in involving civil society and including social policies in the regional integration process: “Union leaders, small and medium business owners and representatives of other special interest groups are currently debating whether they should continue to challenge the integration strategy or look for ways to organize within it” (Schvarger NACLA report on the Americas: 3).
It can be concluded from the above that although MERCOSUR has not officially opened its boundaries to civil society organizations, these organizations have put much effort into influencing policy making and pushing the idea of a ‘social agenda’ for MERCOSUR. Although not entirely successful the elites have recognised the importance of civil society inclusion in the integration process. The process of change, however, will take time.
Alternative Regional Integration (ALBA)
“This [ALBA] is … a manifestation of the historical decision of progressive Venezuelan powers to show that another America is possible” 
The ALBA initiative was launched as a counter initiative to the FTAA – Free Trade Area of the Americas. Whereas the FTAA is striving for commercial liberalization and responds to the interests of transnational capital, ALBA’s main focus is fighting poverty and social exclusion. According to the ALBA ideology the Free Trade idea is beneficial only to large, industrialized countries. Therefore, ALBA wants to strive for endogenous development by helping weaker countries to overcome the disadvantages that separate them from the more powerful countries (at www.alternativabolivariana.org). This means that every country contributes in the way it does best. This principle of “solidarity exchange” for example means that Venezuela provides oil for poor member countries, Cuba can provide medical and educational expertise and Bolivia provides natural gas and expertise on indigenous peoples (Brennan and Olivet 2007: 9). This example shows the broad orientation of ALBA is not limited to economics or politics, but includes those and more.
ALBA does not agree with the FTAA’s process of liberalization of good and services. Although ALBA agrees with those claiming that public services at the moment are of poor quality and believes these have to be improved it does not see a solution in privatization and liberalization of these public services. Reasons that are mentioned include monopolies, increasing of prices and destruction of employment. 
According to a study on alternative regionalism by the Transnational Institute “the implementation of ALBA also offers civil society a space to actively engage in debates and be a key actor participating in the process of construction and development of these alternative political and economic processes of regional integration” (Brennan and Olivet 2007: 10). Even so, the study does underline that ALBA is in an early stage of development. So far, inclusion of civil society has been informal. A challenge for ALBA will be to institutionalise and formalize this participation.
Trade Treaty of the Peoples (TCP)

Seen as “the trade arm” of ALBA the Bolivian initiative of TCP is aimed at utilising trade as an instrument for development of the people. TCP, like ALBA, opposes FTAAs and proposes an alternative. It is based on the idea that every country contributes according to its capacity. So far, Bolivia, Cuba and Venezuela have signed up to it with Bolivia being the weakest economic power of the three. 
Different from FTAA Cuba and Venezuela have lowered their tariffs to zero for Bolivia, whereas Bolivia can actually set tariffs for Cuba and Venezuela, causing intended asymmetry. Another difference is that states are allowed to intervene in the economy if this is in interest of development. The important idea to be drawn from this way of trading is to place development needs above commercial interests (Brennan and Oliver 2007: 12-13). 
Final words
Regional activities in Latin America and the Caribbean are diverse and numerous. In the first place these initiatives have been focusing on economic integration and free trade. Some, like ALADI and MERCOSUR still focus mainly on economics. However others including CAN and CARICOM are including civil society in their debates and discussions of various social politics.

Recently, new initiatives have shown an alternative approach by placing development above commercial importance and opposing free trade. This approach is characterised by asymmetric relations and contribution according to a country’s capacity. It seems open to new ways for civil society participation in the process of regional integration. Whether the new initiatives will actually work is something time will have to show.
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