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Second Announcement ICSW Global Conference 2008
UN meets on Full Employment and Decent Work
This issue of Global Cooperation highlights the 2008 meeting of the UN Commission for Social Development that worked on the theme of Full Employment and Decent Work. ICSW presented a statement to the Commission. It can be found at www.un.org/esa/socdev/csd/csocd2008/Statements/ngos.htm (4th paragraph).
In the introductory session Sha Zukang, UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, said that close examination of the employment situation in developed and developing countries revealed “worrisome trends”, especially that, despite robust rates of economic growth, macroeconomic and social policies were failing to generate enough decent jobs.  From 1996 to 2006, global gross domestic product (GDP) had grown by 3.8 per cent per year, but, during the same decade, the unemployment rate had remained unchanged at around 6 per cent. 

ICSW was unhappy that many countries have failed to provide full employment and decent work. However, ICSW was pleased to hear UN officials reflect the same concerns. Mr Sha said “There is greater economic insecurity for most workers”. He stressed that unemployment rates were still high in many developing countries, and that underemployment persisted worldwide as formal economies continued to shift into informal ones.  Further, in an ever more globalised world, low-skilled, poorly educated workers were being especially hit by those trends. Social exclusion of certain groups subjected them to the “real-life consequences” of higher unemployment rates exacerbated by chronic underemployment. These groups included youth, women, older people, people with disabilities, indigenous people and migrants. 

Carlos Tomada the Minister of Labour, Employment and Social Protection in Argentina gave an outstanding keynote address. He urged “States to ensure that globalisation was underpinned by a “social project”:  the establishment of a “society of work”, or market economy that fostered the creation of companies that promoted social responsibility.  The society of work was fundamental to democratising the global economy.  He supported a “controlled liberalization” of trade, and urged achieving a balance among the State, the market and society.

Argentina believes that policies should be implemented by all “social partners” and should be targeted to stimulate economic growth and job creation.  He said that a political decision had been taken to forge and reconstruct social harmony with, rather than against, the workers, taking into account differences in opinion between workers and employers.  The Government had worked hard to build trust between those two sides and that trust had helped the country “get back on its feet”. In supporting the Minister a representative of the union movement of Argentina said that during the 1990s Argentina had been considered a model neoliberal economy. But the resultant round of deregulation had plunged the economy into chaos. Unions, the business community and government had turned to social dialogue to find solutions to the crisis. The representative of the business sector said that cooperation between labour, civil society and the private sector was helping to close the skills gap and was helping in the fight against poverty. 

The NGO Committee on Social Development was very active before and during the meeting of the Commission and the Chair of the Committee Joan Burke presented the views of civil society that were prepared at a civil society forum held the previous day. The concluding comments of the Civil Society Declaration said “We look forward to a strong resolution as an outcome of this session – a resolution which will engage the General Assembly or a strengthened Economic and Social Council with a clear well-defined mechanism for follow-up and accountability…We want to see Employment and Decent Work for All at the heart of the UN agenda as it is essential underpinning to the eradication of poverty. This will offer to all people of the world community a Decent Life and opportunity to develop their potential as contributing members of society”. 

ICSW Executive Director Denys Correll spoke at the civil society forum held the day before the Commission meeting. His speech (www.icsw.org/doc/CSF Making Copenhagen Work DC 5Feb08.doc) addressed the theme of the civil society forum – Making Copenhagen Work. He asked, “Why talk of reclaiming Copenhagen” The first commitment of the Copenhagen Declaration puts social development clearly in the context of multiple influencing environments. 117 national leaders committed their countries to “creating an economic, political, social, cultural and legal environment that will enable people to achieve social development”. An increasing number of key thinkers and institutions are seeking to present an alternative to the neoliberal thinking that has dominated development for the last decades.

Rolph van der Hoeven Director, Policy Coherence Group, International Labour Organisation spoke at the civil society forum about policy coherence. Mr van der Hoeven noted that in the 1990s most income flows to the developing world were through the World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). There has been a marked change in this century with a number of countries rejecting money from the WB and the IMF. These countries do not want the conditionalities imposed by the lenders. While there is acknowledgment of the imperative for decent work, bilateral trade negotiations between rich and poor countries have not been sensitive to decent work. Here there is a need for more policy coherence. 

This year’s civil society forum had a higher involvement of trade union representatives. Rudi Dick of the Congress of South African Trade Unions spoke of “precarious employment” which captured the sequelae of neoliberal policies including negative employment practices such as the casualisation of the workforce. The International Trade Union Confederation drew “attention to the serious lack of policy coherence between the international economic, financial and trading systems and the social institutions promoting decent work objectives”. 

Returning to the Commission meeting, Johan Schölvinck, Director of the Division for Social Policy and Development in the Department of Economic and Social Affairs, introduced the Secretary-General’s report (E/CN.5/2008/4) which addressed a policy framework for achieving full employment and decent work by examining: macroeconomic policies; enterprise and rural development, education, training and skills; social protection; and regulatory policies. 

There were many speeches by representatives of UN member governments. Representatives of the NGO Committee monitored the government statements. It was apparent that little, if any, attention was given to the “decent work” part of the theme. Little reference was made to the exploitation, including trafficking, of women and children. This was a serious omission. The ICSW submissions in 2007 and 2008 were very clear that the exploitation of women and children in particular is unacceptable and every government has a responsibility to tackle this serious problem. 

The African Union’s statement contained some good material. “In most African countries social development does not include the majority of the population, especially the marginalised and vulnerable group”. The African Union is developing a Social Policy Framework for Africa. It will be presented to the First Conference on Social Development to be held in May 2008. In preparation for the May Conference the AU Commission is conducting a study on Social Protection. 

As usual at Commission meetings there was a plethora of side events that were held during breaks in the Commission meeting. One side event focussed on the concept of a “Global Social Floor” consisting of a basic set of social security benefits for all citizens. The speakers argued that a social floor is a powerful tool to reduce poverty. While the benefits provided are modest, a basic social security scheme can reduce poverty by 35 to 50 per cent. A basic package consisting of non-contributory old age and disability pensions plus child benefits is estimated to cost from 2 to 5 percent of GDP as an average. Speakers argued that a social floor was affordable and essential even to the poorest countries in Africa. It is a myth that a country must reach a certain level of development before it can establish a social floor. The example of Europe was given where the social floor, now taken for granted, was established when many of the countries were poor. 

The Commission’s resolution on Full Employment and Decent Work had not been finalised at the time of writing of this edition of Global Cooperation. Details will be provided in the March issue. ICSW continues to push for the reclaiming of the Copenhagen commitments. This is also clearly the agenda for the Commission for Social Development. For the last two years the Commission has been reviewing Full Employment and Decent Work. Full employment was one of the three interrelated pillars of Copenhagen. The others were eradication of poverty and social integration. The Commission has adopted social integration as its theme for 2009 and 2010 and it is possible that poverty eradication will be the theme for 2011 and 2012. 

New from the UNDP International Poverty Centre

Is Financial Liberalization a Flop? An Africa Assessment - One Pager # 48

<http://www.undp-povertycentre.org/pub/IPCOnePager48.pdf> 

Is All Socioeconomic Inequality among Racial Groups in Brazil Caused by Racial

Discrimination? - Working Paper # 43

<http://www.undp-povertycentre.org/pub/IPCWorkingPaper43.pdf>  

New from the UN Research Institute for Social Development 

Commercialization and Globalization of Health Care: Lessons from UNRISD Research 

Using market mechanisms in the provision of health services and seeing health care as a private good are approaches that have featured prominently in health sector reforms across the world. The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) research on global and local experiences of health care commercialization challenges this framework. It calls for reclaiming public policies that promote the purposes that health systems are set up to serve: population health and the provision of care for all according to need.

http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BF3C2/setLanguageCookie?OpenAgent&langcode=en&url=/80256B3C005BCCF9/search/7C04740AD2852A4AC12573E6002E24DC?OpenDocument
New from Center for Global Development 

Overhaul U.S. Foreign Assistance

http://www.join.cgdev.org/site/R?i=mHFLeGZmtzKJbzL5j_BBNA..

http://www.join.cgdev.org/site/R?i=VCdMr24JthPMKbOVTuizYQ..

Henrietta Fore, the recently appointed Director of U.S. Foreign

Assistance, has announced ambitious plans to modernize U.S. foreign aid, rebuild the capacity of USAID (of which she is also the chief administrator), streamline

budget and planning processes, increase aid levels, and restore U.S. intellectual leadership on foreign assistance. CGD senior policy analyst Sheila Herrling identifies the take-away messages and gives the new plan two thumbs up as a first step in the right direction.

Second Announcement 2008 ICSW 33rd Global Conference on Social Welfare.

The second announcement for the Conference to be held in Tours France is now available and registration is now open at http://www.icsw2008.org/
Date: 30th June to 4th July 2008

Venue: Tours, France 

Contact Information: globalconference@cnas-icsw.org
This will be the 80th Anniversary of ICSW. The theme of the conference is Social Work, Social Protection and Social Development: Where have we been? Where are we going?
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