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The 46th session of the Commission for Social Development of ECOSOC (6-15 and 22 February)
The 46th session of the Commission for Social Development closed a week later than expected due to difficult negotiations over the resolution on the priority theme, “Promoting full employment and decent work for all.”
As in 2007, the priority theme of this year’s Commission was “Promoting full employment and decent work for all.” Since last year, the Commission has organized its work according to a cycle of two sessions dealing with a single priority theme. The first year is a “review session” which aims to share experiences, review current processes and identify best practices. The second year is a “policy session” resulting in a set of resolutions for policy action. In accordance with theses new methods of work, the 46th session, the “policy year,” was devoted to the identification of concrete measures and policy options that would help achieve full employment and decent work for all. On that particular topic, negotiations proved painstaking and difficult, as evidenced by the delay in agreeing on the final resolution. 
In addition to the priority theme, the Commission reviewed relevant United Nations programmes and plans of action pertaining to the situation of various social groups, especially persons with disabilities and older persons. It also addressed “Mainstreaming disability in the development agenda” as the emerging issue. In connection with those issues, the Commission adopted three resolutions. Two other resolutions were passed at the 46th session, one on the future organization and methods of work of the Commission and another one on the Social dimensions of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (E/CN.5/2008/L.3). 
Overview of the Commission for Social Development
“Promoting Full Employment and Decent Work for All”: A Contentious Issue

The priority theme “Promoting full employment and decent work for all” was discussed at the beginning of the session. On the first day, several UN officials made statements, including the Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, Mr. Sha Zukang and the Deputy Secretary-General, Ms. Asha-Rose Migiro. The Commission also heard a keynote address by Mr. Carlos Tomada, Minister of Labour, Employment and Social Protection of Argentina who reflected on Argentina’s recent experience in coping with a social and economic crisis. During the general debate, discussions mainly focused on the phenomenon of “jobless growth” – i.e. economic growth which does not translate into increased employment levels – and the increasing job insecurity and instability in most countries, including in the developed world. Also discussed at length was the link between poverty eradication, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and the goals of full and productive employment, with many delegates highlighting the need to urgently address these issues.
After long negotiations, the Commission was finally able to adopt a resolution on the priority theme (E/CN.5/2008/L.8) at its resumed session on 22 February. Several contentious issues came out, including: 
· migrant workers’ rights; 
· the question of official development assistance (ODA) and the link between decent work for all and the commitments made in the Monterrey Consensus on Financing for Development;

· the right of peoples to self-determination. 
The final resolution, longer than initially planned, consists of 38 operative paragraphs whereas the draft prepared by the Members of the Bureau of the Commission contained only 12. This reflects the difficulty in reaching a consensus regarding the priorities and policy measures required to achieve decent work for all. The resolution addresses many issues. Among other things, it: 

· recognizes the link between the goals of full and productive employment and decent work, and poverty eradication, as well as sustainable development;  
· recalls the prime responsibility of both individual countries and the international community regarding the creation of an enabling environment for social and economic development; 
· encourages States to adopt national and international policies and strategies that take into account the specific situation of social groups such as women, youth, persons with disabilities, and older persons; 
· calls for an effective social dialogue with workers’ organizations. 
Review of Programmes and Plans of Action and the “Emerging Issue”
As in previous sessions, the Commission focused on specific social groups, in particular older persons and persons with disabilities and to a lesser extent youth. 
Ageing

The Commission’s 46th session marked the end of the first global review and appraisal of the 2002 Madrid International Plan of Action (MIPAA). This one-year process was based on a bottom-up participatory approach that allowed for greater participation of older people and other stakeholders. 

Discussions during the session centered on how MIPAA has helped countries to address the needs of their ageing population. During a panel discussion organized on the topic, representatives of the five UN Regional Commissions reported on efforts being made at the regional level. Although speakers noted that countries in Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean had been particularly active and had adopted new national policies aimed to address the challenge of population ageing, panelists agreed that a lot remained to be done in all regions. Also of central importance during the general debate was the question of the need for new social protection frameworks to respond to the democratic increase of older persons.
The resolution on ageing issues (E/CN.5/2008/L.5*) starts by recognizing “the successful conclusion of the first review and appraisal of the Madrid International Plan of Action (…) and its results at the international, regional and national levels.” It encourages governments to continue to implement MIPAA and to strengthen their capacities in this respect and calls for enhanced international cooperation to make sure the challenge presented by population ageing is addressed globally. 
Persons with Disabilities

The question of mainstreaming disability in the development agenda was addressed under the emerging issue item of the Commission. The resulting resolution  (E/CN.5/2008/L.4/Rev.1) acknowledges the need for the inclusion of a disability dimension into development and poverty eradication policies – today, almost 80% of the 650 million persons with disabilities live in the developing world. It encourages States to make use of existing international instruments on disability, including the World Programme of Action concerning Disabled Persons, the Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities, and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. It also urges all actors, including States, United Nations entities, civil society, and the private sector to include issues that affect persons with disabilities in their policies and programmes.

The mandate of the Commission’s Special Rapporteur on Disability, which was set to expire at the end of 2008, was renewed for three years. In the same resolution (E/CN.5/2008/L.7), governments are requested to continue collaborating with the Special Rapporteur. They are also encouraged to sign and ratify the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and to implement further the World Programme of Action. 
The Future Organization and Methods of Work of the Commission
After only two rounds of informal discussions on its future organization and methods of work, the Commission adopted a final resolution (E/CN.5/2008/L.6) that reaffirms the value of the two-year review and policy cycle. The effectiveness of such system of work will be assessed in the fiftieth session of the Commission. The resolution also identifies the priority theme for the 2009-2010 cycle, “Social integration,” and decides that the theme for the next cycle 2011-2012 will be selected during the 48th session (2010). The G-77/China, the EU and the United States had different opinions on that issue. The G-77/China wanted the priority theme for 2011-2012 to be identified before 2010 and proposed “poverty eradication,” with the EU and the US suggesting that it would not be appropriate. They argued that this topic had already been addressed by the Commission in 2006. 
Civil society and the Commission for Social Development 

Civil Society Participation
Over 200 organizations attended the Commission and several of them were able to make oral interventions during plenary sessions. Twenty-three written statements were submitted by civil society relating to the thematic issues.

More than 25 side events – many of which were organized or co-organized by NGOs – took place during the session, covering a variety of topics ranging from effective employment strategies to social protection and integration. Also among the side events was a special orientation for new NGO representatives participating in the Commission organized by the Conference of NGOs in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations (CONGO)’s Committee for Social Development, NGLS and the Division for Social Policy and Development of the UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs (DESA).
A day before the opening of the session, a Civil Society Forum was organized by the CONGO Committee for Social Development, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation and DESA’s Division for Social Policy and Development. Roughly 200 people attended the meeting, which was organized into two panel sessions that aimed to brief participants on the issues that would be taken up during the Commission. The Forum also provided an opportunity for civil society organizations to meet, share their views and come up with common positions. Out of these discussions came the joint statement that was delivered by Sister Joan Burke, the chair of the CONGO Committee for Social Development, at the opening plenary of the Commission. The statement touched on several topics of major importance for civil society: gender equality, persons with disabilities, migration, climate change, social protections and inclusion, and policy coherence. It reaffirmed the central importance of employment and decent work to poverty eradication and the need for a people-centered approach to social and economic development. It also called for the adoption of a strong resolution on the priority theme (click here to read the statement).

Civil Society Input and Assessment 

The “policy year” created high expectations, but also anxieties within civil society organizations that were eager to see concrete proposals and policy options. In general, they expressed satisfaction with the final outcome of the Commission, and especially welcomed the fact that the final text on the priority theme was adopted as a formal resolution. Concerning their involvement in the process, many CSOs said they appreciated the openness of the members of the Bureau of the Commission and the collaborative relations with the various UN entities involved. 

Full Employment and Decent Work for All 
In general, civil society was happy with the resolution on the priority theme. NGOs were also pleased to see that many of the points they had raised were included in the text, especially the reference to a people-centered approach to economic and social development and the central importance of employment and decent work to poverty eradication. They also appreciated the mention of international migration (not included in the first draft) and the informal sector, as well as the recognition of the importance of International Labour Organization (ILO) principles relative to decent work and corporate social responsibility. 
According to several organizations, some issues would have required stronger language, in particular gender equality, policy coherence, and youth employment. Although they welcomed the paragraph on the importance of social dialogue, many were disappointed that it failed to mention civil society. Civil society only appears in the paragraph on the rights of women workers. The fact that the impact of climate change was entirely left out also led to criticism. Finally, most NGO representatives regretted that the resolution was addressed to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), rather than the General Assembly, which they thought would be in a better position to mainstream decent work issues throughout the UN system.  
Ageing 
As during the previous year, numerous NGOs working on ageing issues attended the session of the Commission. A large number of side events focused on ageing issues, and a strong emphasis was put on the question of social pensions. 
Many civil society organizations had hoped to see progress and concrete results coming out of the Commission. Although they welcomed the fact that a resolution was adopted, many of them expressed disappointment with its content, noting that it remained vague and did not really go beyond what was already included in the MIPAA. They welcomed the initiative of some countries in Latin America (especially Brazil) on the idea of a convention on the rights of the elderly (on the model of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability). The proposal to start consultations on such a convention was initially made in the Brasilia Declaration that came out of the regional meeting organized by UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean in December 2007. Some NGOs hope to use this momentum to try to create a movement similar to the one that contributed to the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (a movement comprised of civil society organizations and like-minded States). 
The Future Organization and Methods of Work of the Commission
In regard to the future organization and methods of work of the Commission, civil society organizations had put concrete proposals before the Commission. In particular, they asked that:

· the members of the Bureau of the Commission be elected for two years to be consistent with the format of the two-year work cycle;

· the resolution on the priority theme be reviewed at regular intervals (two years);

· the priority theme for the 2011-2012 cycle be identified during the forty-seventh session (2009);

However, none of these suggestions were included in the final resolution. In general, civil society was pleased with the selection of the theme for the next cycle, “Social integration,” and with regard to the priority theme for 2011-2012, they supported the G-77/China  proposal of discussing “poverty eradication,” noting that no resolution had been adopted in 2006 when the Commission discussed that issue. 
Resolutions and documents related to the 46th session of the Commission for Social Development can be found online:

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/csd/csocd2008.htm
Contact: Yao N'Goran, NGO Liaison Officer, Division for Social Policy and Development, DESA, UN, New York NY 10017, USA, Phone +1 212 963 3062, e-mail: ngoran@un.org, website: http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/csd/csocd2008.htm
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