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A.
BACKGROUND

Eradicating poverty and inequality is one of the most significant challenges for development in the Americas. Despite the noteworthy progress made on matters of social development over the past few decades, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) reported that in 2017, poverty in the region had increased, affecting 30.7% of the population or 186 million people. Extreme poverty also increased in Latin America, affecting 10.2% of the population, which means that 62.2 million people were living on less than USD 1.25 per day.
/ The figures also reveal that rates of poverty and extreme poverty are higher among women and indigenous and afro-descendant groups than in the rest of the population.
/ ECLAC has warned that the trend towards a reduction in inequality has slowed. From 2008 to 2012, inequality had decreased by 1.2% annually, but from 2012 to 2015 the rate of decrease barely reached 0.6%. 
/ The stratified access to high-quality jobs and social protection makes it more difficult to decrease inequality and has a direct impact on the most vulnerable populations. 
In this context, “eradicating poverty once and for all and significantly reducing inequality are not only ethical imperatives but also conditions for making progress towards sustainable development.” 
/ This is the understanding held by the member states, who have expressed their commitment to the principles of equality of opportunity and social inclusion as well as to eradicating poverty, and in particular, extreme poverty, in some of the Organization’s most important documents, such as the OAS Charter, the Inter-American Democratic Charter, and the Social Charter of the Americas.
/

Successfully addressing these challenges will entail intensifying multisector efforts that promote a better understanding of the many dimensions of poverty and inequality and facilitate the identification of effective policies to break down structural barriers to accessing opportunities. The OAS has two key tools to this end: political dialogue and regional cooperation. As the Organization’s Strategic Plan indicates: “the OAS brings together the member states’ ministers and high-level authorities to discuss common challenges, work towards shared solutions, and set priorities for joint action. Through the exchange of experiences and best practices member states are able to develop effective policies that would otherwise prove elusive. Such approach at the hemispheric level provides for comprehensive intersectoral interventions that can help accelerate the pace of development of the region.”
/
Following these guidelines, the Fourth Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development (IV REMDES): “Overcoming multidimensional poverty and inequality: towards an inter-American agenda for social development” seeks to generate dialogue on the importance of understanding poverty and inequality as multidimensional concepts that must be tackled with a comprehensive approach. Furthermore, the meeting’s slogan underscores the need for the OAS, as the only inter-American entity with an “all-of-government” approach,
/ to lay the foundations for an “inter-American agenda for social development” defining priorities and lines of action that, in keeping with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and in partnership with other institutions in the global and inter-American systems, will make it possible for the countries to make significant progress on fostering social development over the next few years.

It should be emphasized that the OAS, in its development pillar through the Department of Social Inclusion, spearheads work on social development issues from the political and technical levels. Since 2008, the OAS has fostered discussion of the issue of social development through political dialogue among the member states, which has made it possible to set regional priorities and establish partnership needs in this sphere. At the technical programmatic level, the guidelines established at the ministerial meetings have been translated into concrete bilateral and multilateral actions towards hemispheric partnership for social development. For example, since 2009, the Inter-American Social Protection Network (IASPN), as the primary mechanism for cooperation and collaboration, has facilitated a number of actions to address the specific institution-building needs of the agencies responsible for social policies. 
B.
PROPOSED TOPICS FOR DIALOGUE:
During the most recent meeting of the Inter-American Committee on Social Development (CIDES), the member states agreed on three central topics to be discussed at the IV REMDES: (1) promoting measurement of multidimensional poverty and designing public policies in this regard; (2) promoting social protection systems to reduce poverty and inequality; and (3) fostering social inclusion through productive inclusion and the reduction of the digital divide. Some cross-cutting issues will be included in the discussion, such as the gender perspective, the focus on groups in vulnerable situations, and the need to strengthen the IASPN
/ as the OAS’s principal mechanism for partnership on social protection issues.
/
Given that the region faces an average of 68 natural disasters per year,
/ the meeting will address the link between poverty, vulnerability, and natural disasters with the aim of highlighting the need to further tie in social policies and poverty-eradication strategies with environmental and climate change and natural disaster resilience policies. The particular needs of vulnerable populations will be taken into consideration as a priority in this endeavor. 
The topics to be discussed at the Fourth Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development were chosen in order to further some of the priority issues set forth in the comprehensive development pillar of the Strategic Plan of the OAS, in particular with regard to aligning actions with and contributing to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
/ The dialogue and actions established in the Work Plan seek to provide input to help the member states effectively move towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, especially SDG 1, which seeks to end poverty in all its forms everywhere; SDG 8, on decent work and economic growth; and SDG 10, on reduced inequalities. Likewise, the cross-cutting issues proposed for the dialogue align with the guidelines of the OAS Strategic Plan that urge the OAS General Secretariat to implement actions that prioritize vulnerable groups and the gender equity and equality approach.
/ 
1.
Promoting measurement of multidimensional poverty and designing public policies in this regard
Traditionally, poverty has been measured using monetary income as an indicator to determine whether or not a person is poor. However, there is broad consensus that while income is an important indicator, it is not enough to understand the diverse hardships faced by persons living in poverty, such as malnutrition, precarious sanitary conditions, lack of electricity and other basic services, and low levels of education, among others. 
On a global scale, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognizes that poverty is a multidimensional phenomenon, and in fact, target 1.2 urges countries to reduce poverty in all of its forms at least by half by 2030. The OAS member states have also recognized that poverty is multidimensional and at the III REMDES made the commitment “to advance and strengthen national strategies for eradication of poverty (…) in view of its multidimensional nature.”
/
It is important to highlight that the countries have opted to use different measurements and indices to evaluate the many dimensions of poverty, depending on the particular contexts. These include the Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI),
/ the principal objective of which is to reveal the gains and losses caused by inequality in areas like health, education, and income. Another frequently used index is the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), which is based on the Alkire-Foster method (2008) of Oxford University’s Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI).
/ The latter has been adopted by more than 100 countries around the world, and a growing number of countries in the Americas use it as an official measure of national poverty. The MPI incorporates other dimensions in addition to monetary income, such as standard of living, employment, education, and health.
/ In the English-speaking Caribbean, several countries have also made headway in creating a “Multidimensional Poverty Index for the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS).”
/ The Global Multidimensional Poverty Index includes 19 Latin American and Caribbean countries and in 2017 reported that more than 33 million people in the region were MPI poor.
/

The ministers and high-level authorities will further the discussion on measuring multidimensional poverty, focusing on promoting the exchange of information and lessons learned on using diverse poverty measurement methodologies—that take into account the multidimensional character of poverty—as a governance tool for the parties responsible for formulating public policies and monitoring compliance with the Sustainable Development Goals. 

2.
Promoting social protection systems to reduce poverty and inequality
In broad terms, social protection is considered to be “a conceptual hub that aims to integrate a variety of measures aimed at building fairer and more inclusive societies, and guarantee minimum standards of living to everyone.”
/ Countries around the world have recognized that social protection is a fundamental tool for eradicating poverty and making headway towards attaining the Sustainable Development Goals set forth in the 2030 Agenda. Indeed, under the Agenda’s target 1.3, countries undertake to “implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for all, including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and vulnerable.” Along these lines, social protection has been described as one of the main fields of social policy work and as a key instrument, not just for reducing monetary poverty, but for tackling it in a multidimensional way. At the OAS, social protection has been repeatedly discussed in the political-technical dialogues held at the ministerial meetings on social development; it has also been addressed through technical cooperation, with the creation of the IASPN
/ as the principal mechanism for promoting regional cooperation and strengthening national social protection systems. Around 1,150 individuals and 400 professionals from 23 countries have been trained through online workshops and certification courses on the IASPN’s virtual platform, and the IASPN now has a total of 5,000 users. 
A significant advancement made in recent years is that social protection, previously seen as an instrument to be used only for eradicating poverty, is now considered “a fundamental mechanism for pursuing the full attainment of the population’s economic and social rights,”
/ as recognized in several regulatory instruments of the universal
/ and regional
/ human rights systems. In addition to the notable progress they have made on strengthening the regulatory framework on social protection, countries have broadened coverage, improved instruments for targeting and monitoring social protection policies, and launched income-generating initiatives to complement and enhance the effect of cash-transfer programs. 
Despite this progress, 32.4% of the region is still not covered by even one social protection benefit, and around 61.3% of vulnerable individuals are still not covered by social assistance. 
/ Significant coverage gaps also remain for persons with disabilities and unemployed individuals. To address today’s challenges and continue empowering the beneficiaries of social programs seeking income alternatives beyond the benefits provided by social protection systems, the region needs a fresh approach to public social protection policies. 
In this context, the discussion among the ministers and high-level authorities of social development will review the trend towards universalizing social protection through the exchange of successful experiences and practices and lessons learned in developing national and/or local social protection networks and systems. Furthermore, the discussion will put into perspective the progress made on social protection issues and the need to consolidate and sustain it. The ministers are also expected to address strategies for strengthening the IASPN.
a) Ties between social protection and environmental policies to address the effects of climate change
In the region, the impact of natural disasters and the effects of climate change vary according to the socio-economic status of households. The poorest individuals are most exposed to the effects of climate change, and they have limited access to risk-management instruments; consequently, they have more trouble recovering from losses resulting from these events. In light of this fact, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development stresses the link between reducing poverty and decreasing vulnerable persons’ exposure to catastrophic events exacerbated by climate change. 
Understanding this link means recognizing that social protection instruments play an important role in managing the risks associated with the effects of natural disasters on the most vulnerable populations. Social protection instruments must thus be considered part of a broader set of risk-management measures, as well as mechanisms that complement these other measures. To expand this discussion, the dialogue in this panel will address how social protection policies can be effectively linked to natural disaster risk-management programs and policies. 
3. Fostering social inclusion through productive inclusion 


Social protection policies have been expanded and diversified and they now include a broad portfolio of interventions that aim to complement the cash-transfer programs. At the global level, the 2030 Agenda urges countries to “promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities, decent job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the formalization and growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises, including through access to financial services.” To that end, the countries have been incorporating actions into the social protection schemes that promote the productive inclusion of lower-income population segments by fostering the development of productive enterprises and increasing employability. These interventions may include subsidies for purchasing various consumer products or productive inputs, labor regulations, labor intermediation, and employability interventions, among others.
/

In the region, close to 15 countries have implemented these kinds of initiatives, which include labor and productive inclusion services for certain population groups. These services seek to support independent work by promoting economic autonomy with microloans, self-employment and entrepreneurship, and direct or indirect job creation. One example is Mexico’s “Prospera” initiative, which is an interagency program headed by the Secretariat for Social Development that provides food, health, and education resources to Mexican families, and links beneficiaries to productive projects, job options, and financial services. Other notable examples include Ecuador’s “Solidarity and Productive Credit Program,” which complements the human development grant, and Brazil’s “Progresar” plan, which includes labor force intermediation, professional training, and entrepreneurship for social program beneficiaries. In recent years these interventions have been established as tools for social inclusion, directly improving the incomes of vulnerable and poor population groups by developing their productive potential and access to credit. Nevertheless, challenges remain with regard to sustainably achieving beneficiaries’ inclusion and preventing these populations from falling back into poverty. 

At the Third Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development, an agreement was made “to strengthen programs on income generation and creation of decent, dignified, and productive employment for the poor and vulnerable, as a way out of poverty and a means to sustainable autonomy.” As a follow-up to this commitment, the debate of the Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development will focus on sharing successful experiences and lessons learned on designing and implementing productive inclusion initiatives under national and local social programs. It will also discuss the challenges to effectively coordinate conditional cash-transfer and income-generation programs, specifically addressing ties between social protection systems and other policies designed to offer strategies for finding a way out of poverty. The meeting will also discuss strategies for continuing to empower social program beneficiaries to develop sources of income beyond the benefits provided by the social protection systems. Furthermore, it is important that the discussion address the impact of these types of interventions on issues associated with gender, race, and ethnic inequality, and the role of cooperation through the IASPN to better support the region’s ministries of social development on these issues.
4. The potential of information and communications technologies (ICTs) as a tool for inclusion and overcoming poverty


According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the digital divide is “the gap between individuals, households, businesses, and geographic areas at different socio-economic levels with regard to both their opportunities to access information and communication technologies (ICTs) and to their use of the Internet for a wide range of activities.”
/ As this definition indicates, the digital divide is directly related to social inequality since “it is mixed in with other factors of exclusion, such as economic capacity, the availability of time, knowledge, skills, experience, and cultural and linguistic baggage.”
/
Although the region has experienced an unprecedented technological revolution and the countries have achieved significant progress, increasing their access and use of the internet, over half of the population still does not have internet, and only 5% of the poorest population has access to internet at home.
/ There is also a gender dimension to the digital divide, reflected in data that show that on average, women have less access to the internet and to information technologies. Ethnicity also plays an important role; the gap is even greater between indigenous and afro-descendant people and the rest of the population.
/ Indeed, digital dividends—the broader benefits in terms of development derived from the use of these technologies—have neither advanced nor benefited all people to the same extent as the expansion of ICTs.
/

At the global level, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development highlights the role of ICTs in accelerating human progress.
/ The Third Ministerial Meeting on Social Development opened the discussion of the important role played by information and communications technologies and digital literacy in poverty reduction and the inclusion of vulnerable groups in the Americas.
/ This subject will be taken up once again at the Fourth Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Social Development, where the attending authorities will discuss how ICTs can be a tool for fostering the inclusion of the most vulnerable social sectors. Successful experiences of programs and initiatives that have used ICTs as a tool for overcoming poverty will be shared, with emphasis being placed on the potential role of the private sector and nongovernmental organizations in implementing these types of initiatives. 
5. Action plan: towards an inter-American agenda for social development 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development has expanded the global social agenda by including key issues for the Americas, such as poverty eradication, the reduction of inequality in all its forms, and the expansion of social protection through better social policies.
/ In this context, it is important to consider the organization of priorities and cooperative efforts around an inter-American agenda for social development that will be translated into an action plan for addressing some of the region’s most pressing challenges.

The Inter-American Agenda for Social Development will have the following objectives: i) provide the member states with a framework for steering the dialogue on policies; ii) prioritize lines of action to manage the member states’ cooperation on social development for the next three years; iii) organize cooperative activities among the member states according to the established priorities and in close coordination with other international and regional organizations; iv) help the member states and the representatives of the ministries of social development take responsibility for continuing to steer political dialogue and cooperative work in the region; and v) foster synergies and coordination with other entities and mechanisms in the inter-American system, development institutions, international financial bodies, the private sector, and civil society organizations to implement the actions set forth in the agenda. 
CIDES will spearhead the Agenda with support from the Technical Secretariat of the Ministerial Process and in tight coordination with other intergovernmental and regional organizations. The ministers and high authorities of social development are expected to discuss the substantive basis and priorities for drafting an action plan that will outline the tasks involved in building the Inter-American Agenda for Social Development, to be led by the Inter-American Committee on Social Development (CIDES) for the next three years. Other regional and intergovernmental organizations should participate in the meeting to identify synergies and establish potential areas for collaboration in carrying out these tasks. 
C. PURPOSES OF THE MEETING:
1. To establish the foundations for understanding poverty and inequality as multidimensional issues requiring comprehensive strategies in order to be effectively addressed; 
2. To identify successful experiences in the use of multidimensional measurements of poverty as governance tools for the parties responsible for formulating public policies aimed at reaching the Sustainable Development Goals;
3. To demonstrate how public policies, strategies, and initiatives in the areas of social protection, productive inclusion, and information technologies are effective tools for eradicating poverty and promoting social inclusion;
4. To establish the foundations for building an inter-American agenda for social development;
5. To foster regional cooperation to promote social development in the region.

D. THE MEETING IS EXPECTED TO: 

1. Improve participants’ understanding of the tools and methodologies available for effectively addressing the many dimensions of poverty;
2. Identify experiences and best practices in designing and implementing public policies on the meeting’s central topics;
3. Expand and consolidate strategic partnerships and cooperative initiatives to promote social development in the region;
4. Approve a document of commitments that gives priority to activities promoting social development in the region and an action plan for implementation. 
E. STRUCTURE OF THE MEETING:

The meeting will serve as a forum for the exchange of experiences and best practices, the identification of effective public policies, and the prioritization of hemispheric actions among the ministers and other important actors in the sphere of social development in the region. So that the meeting’s objectives will be successfully achieved, each topic will be considered in a plenary session, which will begin with presentations made by experts who will provide a technical analysis of the main topics, including regional priorities and trends. After the experts’ presentations, two previously chosen countries will make presentations on their successful experiences or the lessons they have learned in implementing some policy, program, or initiative involving the topic addressed in that plenary session. Following the country presentations, a ministerial dialogue will be held in which participants will have the opportunity to exchange ideas, experiences, successful public policies, or lessons learned on the subject under discussion. It will be stressed that the ministers may talk about options for and/or experiences with cooperation on the subject under discussion. In the meeting’s final plenary session, the document presented as the “Declaration” will be submitted for approval; this document reflects the main political agreements issuing from the meeting as well as the 2018-2021 action plan.
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