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I. BACKGROUND AND PRESENTATION

The Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development of the Americas are to meet in the city of Asunción, Paraguay, on July 13, 2016, at the Third Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development within the framework of CIDI. They will have the opportunity to examine and discuss the topic “Equity and Social Inclusion: Overcoming Inequalities for More Inclusive Societies.”
The previous meetings of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development, held in Chile in 2008 and in Colombia in 2010, produced documents that contain commitments by the member states, mandates for them, and mandates for the OAS Executive Secretariat for Integral Development (SEDI/OAS) and for the OAS General Secretariat.
Those meetings addressed, in a crosscutting way, the objective of eradicating extreme poverty and reducing poverty; they placed emphasis on the topic of institutional strengthening, in that the Ministers focused on establishing a clear line of action for strengthening the national institutions responsible for social development matters in the region, and for improving and interconnecting the work of the regional and subregional organizations engaged with the topic. Emphasis was also placed on social protection policies and on the specific programs carried out up to 2010; the need to step up social protection policies was underscored; and among the concrete results was the creation of the Inter-American Social Protection Network (IASPN). The documents also address other topics, such as the relationship between social development, political dialogue, and democratic governance; the participation of social actors in the design of social development policies; coordination with the UN’s Millennium Development Goals; the ties between social development and work; the social development dimension; and cooperation.
II. OBJECTIVES

The specific goals of the Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development are: 
a. To analyze the current situation with poverty and vulnerability in the Americas, emphasizing mechanisms for closing the gaps that exist. 

b. To review the cost of inequality for the countries of the Americas and the evolution of social investment and its implications. 

c. To identify successful experiences with systems or networks for social protection and economic inclusion in the countries of the Americas, and to promote exchanges of those experiences through the Inter-American Social Protection Network.

d. To install a mechanism to follow up on the implementation of the Plan of Action of the Social Charter of the Americas.

e. To analyze the region’s contributions toward the Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda.

III. WORKING PROCEDURE

The inaugural session is planned for Wednesday, July 13, 2016, and is to be attended by Paraguay’s high authorities for social affairs and by the OAS Secretary General.
To facilitate the pursuit of the objectives set for the meeting, it will be structured into plenary working sessions at which the agenda’s substantive topics will be examined. For the first plenary session, two countries with positive experiences with poverty reduction will be invited to give presentations, and an expert will give an overview of the inter-American situation. As of the second plenary session, each session will be structured according to the following methodology: a broad debate will take place among the ministers, and a moderator will summarize the main ideas, proposals, and agreements. The Chair of the Meeting will lead the dialogue and discussions at all the plenary sessions.

IV. PLENARY SESSIONS

1. REDUCING POVERTY AND VULNERABILITY AS A MEANS TO SOCIAL INCLUSION

The agreements reached at the two previous Meetings of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development (Chile 2008, and Colombia 2010) acknowledge the key role played by the state in fighting poverty, inequity, inequality, and social exclusion. They highlight that poverty and inequity are multidimensional phenomena that demand coordinated intersectoral interventions within the framework of a national social development strategy. In spite of the efforts made in the Hemisphere to meet the target of halving extreme poverty, pursuant to the commitments entered into as part of the Millennium Development Goals (United Nations, 2000) and the recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015) that replace them, major efforts are still vitally necessary in that area, given that “estimates for 19 Latin American countries indicate that in 2014, there were 167 million people living in conditions of poverty, of whom 71 million were facing extreme poverty” (ECLAC, 2015). Similarly, through the Declaration of Asunción on Development with Social Inclusion, the OAS has acknowledged that eradicating hunger and poverty — and extreme poverty in particular — requires the pursuit of social, economic, and environmental public policies that encourage, inter alia, productivity, employment, and broad and inclusive sustainable development.
The proposal entails moving on from the concepts of risk and vulnerability toward understanding the dynamics and different dimensions of poverty, while also addressing the situation of inequalities in incomes, opportunities, and the distribution of wealth, examining the current situation of shortcomings and vulnerabilities in the middle classes and among populations barely above the poverty line, and understanding the risk prevention mechanisms and the challenges arising from changes in the global economy.
At the same time, the region has made considerable progress with quantifying poverty, recognizing the multidimensional nature of the phenomenon and the need for social development policies that address those different dimensions with an intersectoral approach. It should be noted that several of the region’s countries have adopted National Poverty Reduction Strategies, which seek precisely to integrate the different policies and programs that exist at the national level from a multidimensional perspective and through intersectoral and interagency implementation.
Similarly, and in consideration of the challenges facing the region in terms of inequality and social exclusion, the ministries of social development have devised programs and policies that seek to promote the social inclusion of vulnerable populations. 
Consequently, it is with reference to this topic that the ministers and high authorities of social development will be able to address the current situation of poverty in the Hemisphere and identify the mechanisms that need to be activated or redesigned in order to reduce the gaps, by discussing the following questions: What progress have the ministries of social development made in conceptualizing poverty and in developing poverty reduction strategies in their countries? What progress has been made in measuring poverty? 

2. INEQUALITY:  COSTS AND SOCIAL DEBT 

The persistence of high levels of inequality poses one of the greatest challenges facing development, democratic governance, and security in the region’s countries. Political and social inequality hampers countries’ development, in that it creates institutional weaknesses, economic inefficiencies, and conflicts of a political nature.
Above and beyond the ethical commitment to reduce poverty and inequality, numerous studies have shown that investing in and strengthening social protection helps create fairer and more inclusive societies in which all citizens can exercise their economic, social, and cultural rights in conditions of greater equality, which works to the advantage not only of the beneficiary population but of society as a whole and, at the same time, creates new opportunities for investment and growth and leads to increases in demand and productivity. 
During this session, the Ministers and High Authorities of Sustainable Development will be able to examine the importance of ensuring fiscal margins and progressive policies for funding social investment; they will also be able to compare the cost of maintaining high levels of poverty and the cost of social investment for mitigating it, to examine the hemispheric evolution of social investment, and to discuss the balance between growth and income redistribution policies, while seeking to respond to the following questions:  How can different sectors of society and the government be engaged in the management of policies for reducing inequality? Which mechanisms for reducing inequalities require greater emphasis? What have some of the region’s successful experiences with redistribution entailed?
3. SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY INNOVATIONS
In the 1980s and 1990s, a reductionist view of policies for fighting poverty that implied competitive relations with sectoral policies prevailed in several Latin American countries. In implementing those policies, it was gradually discovered that when selective policies are directed at overcoming the causes of poverty, they must be in synergy with the dynamics of universal social policies and that, in addition, the assistance-based approach to fighting poverty must be overcome so that the causes of poverty can be addressed with intersectoral actions aimed at expanding the coverage of benefits and improving their quality. The experience of those changes in the policy approach led to the need to install social protection networks or systems in the countries and at the inter-American level. 
Over recent years, the region’s countries have made considerable progress with innovations in their noncontributory social protection policies and in their poverty-reduction initiatives. Monetary transfer programs for poor and extremely poor populations have been strengthened; the coverage of those programs has been increased; and the targeting and monitoring instruments have been improved. Similarly, the countries have sought out ways to supplement those monetary transfers with initiatives for productive inclusion or income generation. 
In light of the multidimensional nature of the causes of poverty and inequity, the duplication of efforts, and the limited resources that exist, it is essential that the protective solutions offered take into account all the related sectors, without running the risk of overextending the objectives or scope of social protection. That gives rise to the need to promote intersectoral interconnections and to include all the different stakeholders involved. A new generation of national social protection programs, policies, and strategies demands intersectoral coordination as one of its central axes. 
The topic involves examining the trend toward universal coverage in social protection, and the ministers and high authorities of social development will have the opportunity to exchange successful experiences with the development of social protection systems or networks in their countries, to highlight conditional transfer programs and programs for productive inclusion or income generation, to discuss the innovations introduced together with those practices that should be discarded in order to ensure adequate implementation, using the following question as guidance: What lessons have the countries learned on the road from implementing monetary transfer programs to building more comprehensive social protection network or systems? What innovative practices have they used for the intersectoral coordination of social protection? How is the Inter-American Social Protection Network to continue providing cooperation and training in this area to the ministries of social development?
It has also been proposed that the IASPN Secretariat give the ministers and high authorities of social development a presentation on progress with the deployment of the Inter-American Social Protection Network, in accordance with the mandate of strengthening that agency adopted by the Second Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development.
4. SOCIAL CHARTER OF THE AMERICAS

The Social Charter of the Americas was adopted at the 2012 General Assembly, and its Plan of Action was adopted by the 2015 General Assembly. The social development ministerial therefore offers an opportunity to discuss the follow-up of the Plan of Action in light of the 2030 Agenda for Social Development. The Plan of Action reflects the member states’ decision and commitment to eradicate poverty and hunger and to address, as a matter of urgency, the serious problems of social exclusion and inequality at all levels in order to attain equity, inclusion, and social justice; at the same time, it recognizes that the member states are at different stages in their progress in those areas. 
The Social Charter was adopted in order to strengthen the inter-American system with an instrument to guide development actions and partnerships toward the promotion of integral development. The best advantage from this important instrument could be obtained through its efficient implementation and a standardized mechanism to assess levels of progress with the objectives and lines of action set out in the areas established in the Plan of Action, particularly those that come under the jurisdiction of the ministers and high authorities of social development. 
The Social Charter’s Plan of Action has a five-year lifespan and, to follow up on its implementation, it was agreed that the agenda of the Inter-American Council for Integral Development would include an annual dialogue for the exchange of information on progress, experiences, and lessons learned.
As a mechanism to follow up on the implementation of the Plan of Action, the adoption of a standardized, voluntary form for the presentation of annual reports has been proposed — in this case, for the execution of the strategic guidelines set out in the specific chapters that fall under the jurisdiction of the Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development (Chapter 2: Social Protection, and the relevant parts of Chapter 4: Food and Nutrition). 
5. REGIONAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO ATTAINING THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS ON THE 2030 AGENDA

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development sets ambitious goals for the eradication of poverty and for a substantial reduction in inequality. The region’s countries are committed to that goal and they must step up their efforts in that direction in a more complex context, in which there are major challenges to returning to the rates of growth and levels of social spending and investment recorded in previous years. 
Goal 10, “Reduce inequality within and among countries,” poses a challenge for the region, and the Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development could discuss the best practices, strategies, and main obstacles for attaining that goal. 
V. CLOSING SESSION

The meeting will conclude with addresses by the authorities of the OAS and of the Government of Paraguay.
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