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My friends:
I am pleased to welcome you to the Third Meeting of Ministers and High-level Authorities of Social Development of the Americas.

Taking up once more and with great enthusiasm the activities of this forum, and in the year of Pope Francis’ historic visit, Paraguay is honored to host this meeting, following on from Chile in 2008, and Colombia in 2010.
We, representatives of the Americas, are here with renewed commitment to social development and inclusion, in a complex scenario, and with such persistent challenges.
This Third Meeting brings us together under the theme “Equity and Social Inclusion: Overcoming Inequalities for More Inclusive Societies,” in pursuance of commitments and specific actions consistent with the Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda and the Social Charter of the Americas.

We recognized in Chile and Colombia, and recognize now, that efforts to fight poverty and eliminate extreme poverty remain primary objectives in our respective government administrations.

The purpose of this meeting is to advance, based on risk and vulnerability concepts, our understanding of the dimensions of poverty, by looking at the existing gaps, the challenges posed by global economic changes, and the costs of inequality, to identify successful experiences in the American countries of systems or networks for social protection and economic inclusion.

Here in Latin America, inequality and poverty are persistent problems.  Income distribution in the region is highly uneven. According to ECLAC, 175 million persons now live in poverty.  In 2014, the per capita income of the 10% highest income stratum was 14 times that of the 40% lowest-income.

The United Nations Development Program’s Regional Human Development Report for Latin America and the Caribbean indicates that 25 to 30 million risk sliding back into poverty. 

At the hemispheric level, inequality, along with poverty, has become a core theme, and, as has well been said: “Poverty and inequality are even more unacceptable in a continent that is not poor, but indeed deeply unfair.” (Subtext:  We don’t want this to continue).
Note that we have not been indifferent to this reality. Most governments of the Hemisphere have implemented measures.  We have been creative in proposing public policies, formulating programs to combat poverty that address its structural causes. 

Owing to their effects and impacts, these are now examples at the global level.

In recent years, in Paraguay, we have also seen major advances in social policy design and implementation, moving towards an approach based on the protection and promotion of rights and participation by the poor and vulnerable population.

In 2015, the annual report of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights recognized Paraguay for its efforts and advances in implementing the poverty reduction recommendations and best practices.

Total poverty and extreme poverty are at their lowest levels since they were measured in 1997. Today these are, respectively, at 22.2% and below 10%.  And in 2015, the inequality index was at 0.47, the lowest in this entire period.
These figures are not the result of chance.
It has been shown that to address poverty’s multidimensional nature, intersectoral actions and convergent effort are required from all our institutions.

For example: from 1990 to 2015, the mortality rate for children under age 5 declined from 40 to 16.3 deaths for every 1,000 births.

The net primary education enrolment rate has risen steadily, to 98.7% in 2014. 

These figures are the result of great effort by the different sectors. 

Tekoporã, the National Sowing Opportunities Strategy, our program for monetary transfer with shared responsibility, is the social program of greatest national coverage.  It has been in implementation for over 10 years; and over the last three, its coverage has increased by 70% compared to 2013:  it now reaches nearly 700,000 persons.
The challenge is not only to lift families from, but to keep them permanently out of poverty. We understand that this is only possible by building people’s capacities for their own income generation so that they can become self-sufficient.
With that aim, since 2014, we have been implementing the Tenonderã Program for income generation by its participating families.

Based on this complementarity and comprehensiveness approach, Tekoporã has incorporated other vulnerable groups, such as persons with severe disabilities, and exponentially expanded its coverage of indigenous communities, from 3% in 2013 to over 50% as of June of this year.

Tekoporã has thus become a specific platform for connecting public services—health, education, identity, housing, and other basic social services—with these families, becoming stronger as a social protection system targeted at the poorest and most vulnerable population.

Tekoporã’s has had no less impact.  A recent study and publication demonstrates its impacts in the rise in health center attendance, percentages vaccinated, number of prenatal check-ups, and reduced maternal mortality.
In the area of education, higher enrolment rates, attendance, and retention were observed, as were lower repetition and drop-out rates, compared to those not participating in the program.

Moreover, it was shown that in the absence of the Tekoporã and other social protection programs, in 2015, in Paraguay, poverty would have increased by some two percentage points, and extreme rural poverty by four, interrupting the upward trend of the last nine years.

These results are consistent with those of a social audit of the Tekoporã Program, in a pioneering project in the region.  When consulted, the vast majority of participating program families themselves rated as positive or highly positive the support of the social workers, the health services and the education they accessed, and the payment methods by which they receive their transfers.
I would like to point to the efforts made to achieve transparent and results-based management, reflected in the complementarity of our programs’ objectives and the ISO 9001 international quality management certifications obtained and maintained by Tekoporã and Tenonderã alike in recent years.

In addressing the complexity and singularity of each of our countries, we, like you, have taken important steps, but still face major challenges in fulfilling the Sustainable Development Objectives of the 2030 Agenda.

Ladies and gentlemen:
The data augur well:  for Latin America and the Caribbean, these last 10 years have been positive, with sustained economic growth, significant reductions in poverty and extreme poverty, and a decline in income distribution inequality.

Nonetheless, the slight rise in poverty levels in the past year is a warning that we must boost our efforts to defend the recent progress and avoid reversing social advances, which could result from slower economic growth.

Interesting developments have undeniably taken place, reflected in the diverse options implemented by countries.  This meeting is an opportunity that will allow us to gain knowledge of and analyze these experiences.
It is an opportunity to pursue synergies, not only among our national, regional, or hemispheric institutions, but also among our own political forums and mechanisms. That commitment to broad and inclusive dialogue has inspired us to help fortify the social agenda in the framework of the inter-American system.
I am confident of the success of our efforts to generate synergies among the different social development agendas.
Such convergent effort will enable public policies to be strengthened, because even in our national diversity, we share an objective:  to make those policies more effective, affording people greater opportunity to improve their quality of life.
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