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Background

The Technical Secretariat of the Inter-American Conference of Ministers of Labor (IACML) submits the present report to the XIV IACML, in follow-up to commitments and activities envisaged in the Plan of Action of Salvador, adopted at the XIII IACML held in Salvador do Bahia, Brazil in September 2003.

Until September 2004, the Technical Secretariat of the IACML came under the responsibility of the OAS Unit for Social Development and Education (UDSE).  At that time, owing to a restructuring process inside the OAS, the Office of Education, Science, and Technology (OECT) was established, merging the previous Unit for Social Development and Education (UDSE) and the Office of Science and Technology and completely absorbing their functions.  Regarding this, the OECT is now the Technical Secretariat of the Inter-American Conference of Ministers of Labor (IACML) and of the ministerial forums in the areas of education, social development, culture and science, and technology. 

It should be mentioned that, after the First Summit of the Americas, with OAS leadership, the IACML has been interrelated with the Summit process and has harmonized its priorities and plans of action with the mandates of the Heads of State and Government of the Americas.  Since the XIII IACML, the Conference has channeled its priorities and activities toward the Fourth Summit of the Americas, which theme is: “Creating jobs to fight poverty and strengthen democratic governance.”

The Technical Secretariat’s main responsibilities are coordinating and organizing the meetings and activities of the IACML, COSATE, and CEATAL, supporting the Acting Chair in implementing the Plan of Action, coordinating a horizontal cooperation strategy, and maintaining an inter-agency dialogue and cooperation, especially with the International Labor Organization (ILO), the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), and the Inter-American Development Bank, among others.  

In developing its responsibilities, the Secretariat works in complete coordination with the past, present, and future Chairs of the IACML, which until the XIV IACML, are the Ministries of Labor of Canada, Brazil, and Mexico, respectively. The Secretariat also accompanies the Chairs and Vice-Chairs of the Working Groups, comprised of the Ministries of Argentina, United States, Canada, and El Salvador.  The Secretariat wishes to thank these authorities for their great effort and spirit of cooperation, which made it possible to implement the Plan of Action of Salvador.  The Secretariat wishes to extend special thanks to the Acting Chair of the XIII IACML, at the head of the Ministry of Labor and Employment of Brazil.

In compliance with the specific mandates of the Plan of Action of Salvador and its own responsibilities, the Technical Secretariat has undertaken the following activities:

1. Coordination and planning of IACML activities

The Secretariat organized and sponsored two Planning Meetings in Washington, D.C., in December 2003 and January 2005, to set up a timetable of IACML activities for 2003-2005, ensure coordination among the principal players, define their responsibilities, and guarantee a liaison with the Summit of the Americas process.  These meetings were attended by the Ministries of Labor at the head of the IACML (past, present, and future chairs and officers of its Working Groups) and the international organizations linked to the process.  The meetings proved to be en effective means to define activities and establish financial or in-kind contributions to support the IACML.

2. Support and strengthening of the Working Groups of the IACML

The Plan of Action of Salvador gave fresh impetus to the Conference’s Working Groups, which had been functioning since the XI IACML held in Viña del Mar in 1998. Working Group 1 “Labor dimensions of the Summit of the Americas process” and Working Group 2 “Building the capacities of Labor Ministries” are the Conference’s fundamental tools for analysis and discussion of relevant topics, the identification of areas of consensus, the drafting of recommendations for future actions, and the follow-up on national and subregional activities.

At the XIII IACML, the Working Groups were headed by the following Ministries of Labor:  Working Group 1 – Chair: Argentina, and Vice-Chair: United States.  Working Group 2 – Chair: El Salvador, and Vice-Chair: Canada.  The Technical Secretariat kept in close contact with each one of them.

In the framework of the XIII IACML, the Working Groups came together on two occasions under the coordination and with the technical and financial support of the OAS.  Their first meeting was held at OAS headquarters in Washington, D.C., in May 2004, and the second in Buenos Aires in April 2005, under the auspices of the Ministry of Labor of Argentina.  The main activities, areas of consensus and recommendations are presented in the Final Reports that these Working Groups are submitting to the XIV IACML (TRABAJO/doc.7/05 and TRABAJO/doc.8/05).

It is noteworthy that Working Group 1 focuses its reviews and discussions on the impacts of economic integration and trade on work and employment, the labor provisions of free trade agreements, the coordination of labor policies with other government policies, gender perspective, and the informal economy.  To ensure more in-depth discussions, the Working Group 1 held a Workshop on “Impacts of integration and trade on labor,” with the participation of international experts, in the framework of its meeting in May 2004, and with the support of the OAS.

Working Group 2 focused its discussions on horizontal cooperation mechanisms, employment services, alternative resolution of conflicts, promotion of the ILO Declaration of 1998, occupational health and safety, support to small and medium-sized enterprises, and the search of new alternatives to strengthen labor administrations.

The recommendations that arose from the Working Groups, as embodied in their Final Reports, were the basis for the activities established in the Plan of Action of the XIV IACML.

3. 
Creating a mechanism of support for the labor administration and proposal of the Inter-American Labor Administration Network (RIAL)

The Plan of Action of the XIII IACML requested a Feasibility Study to consider the establishment of an Inter-American Mechanism for Professional Labor Cooperation and entrusted the Technical Secretariat with its administration.

So as to draw up the study, the countries of the IACML troika (Canada, Brazil, and Mexico) appointed three experts from their respective countries, who drafted together the feasibility study between February and October 2004.  The Secretariat supported the establishment of this group of experts, organized two of its meetings in March and May 2004 in Washington, and coordinated an online forum to facilitate ongoing communication between the experts.  

The experts consulted the governments at the meeting of the Working Groups in May 2004 about the needs and preferences regarding the mechanism, consulted other initiatives under way, and considered some sources of funding.  Finally, the study concluded by offering two options for the mechanism’s structure: 1) Inter-American Labor Administration Network, and 2) Inter-American Center for Labor Administration.  The troika considered that, after the study, there were still doubts about the two options that were offered for the mechanism, essentially in terms of funding and sustainability, and requested the OAS and ILO to draw up proposals.  The two organizations submitted proposals at the meeting of the Working Groups in April 2005 and, at the request of the Ministries of Labor, they submitted a joint proposal at the Meeting of Preparations for the IACML in July 2005.  

The joint OAS-ILO proposal, which appears in document TRABAJO/Inf.1/05, promotes the establishment of an Inter-American Labor Administration Network (RIAL), set up as a mechanism that integrates and disseminates relevant knowledge and experiences to build up and modernize labor administration in the face of the challenges stemming from globalization.  The Network’s specific objectives are:

· Identifying and organizing systematically the experiences that were consolidated and knowledge among the Ministries of Labor of the Hemisphere.
· Processing, in an orderly fashion and in conformity with objective parameters, information about cooperation and technical assistance programs and projects.
· Promoting the exchange of information of consolidated programs and successful experiences among countries, through cooperation activities aimed at ensuring the critical transfer of different experiences and learning.

· Ensure online advice, support, and communication for the Ministries of Labor between each other and with international organizations, funding agencies, and representatives of civil society.
· Enhance national capacity to determine specific cooperation and technical assistance needs

· Build up coordination and collaboration with international organizations and cooperation agencies.

To attain these objectives, the Network has components and tools, specified in the proposal, which OAS and ILO are already working on.  For the future, the OAS has been requested to explore funding sources for this Network, which is of the utmost interest for the Ministries of Labor in particular and for the IACML process in general.

4.  Coordination of the horizontal cooperation strategy

The Technical Secretariat has promoted a horizontal cooperation strategy among the Ministries of Labor in the hemisphere, which was recognized and supported by the Plan of Action of the XIII IACML.  In the framework of this strategy, the Secretariat implemented the following activities:

· Updating the Permanent Portfolio of Consolidated Programs:  This portfolio is the cornerstone of the horizontal cooperation strategy, since it incorporates sound programs that already have a track record and which the Ministries of Labor wish to share with their peers.  The Portfolio should be viewed as a catalogue of cooperation offers.  At the XIV IACML, the Secretariat shall deliver the updated version of the Portfolio that it has drawn up and which contains more than 50 programs from the Ministries of Labor of all the subregions of the hemisphere in the areas of:  labor administration, professional training, gender equity, and occupational health and safety.

· Workshop on Occupational Health and Safety, the subregional experience of CERSSO:  This is the first workshop for exchange on the OAS cooperation strategy in the area of labor.  It took place in San Salvador with the support of the Ministry of Labor of El Salvador in April 2005 and was attended by representatives from 18 Ministries of Labor of the hemisphere, including the Ministers of Labor of Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Guatemala.  The Workshop analyzed the operation and lessons learned of the Regional Occupational Health and Safety Center (Centro Regional de Salud y Seguridad Ocupacional—CERSSO) of Central America, so that other subregions can take advantage of this experience and adapt it to their own context. 

· Online Labor Competences Certification Course:  The Technical Secretariat has drawn up this online course in close collaboration with CONOCER of Mexico.  The course is based entirely on the CONOCER model and must be revised before invitations are extended to register for it.

In the context of horizontal cooperation, a workshop was held on “Supporting economic growth through effective employment services,” which was offered by the North American Council of Ministers to the IACML and was completely coordinated and organized by this Council and its Secretariat.  It took place in Cancún in September 2004 and was attended by Labor Ministry authorities from 21 countries, who shared their experiences on professional training, labor intermediation, and labor skills certification, among others.

5.  Building up the participation of social players

As of the XIII IACML and pursuant to a process that was being negotiated since XII IACML held in Ottawa in 2001, the participation of social players has been consolidated in the Conference.  This participation took place through the Conference’s two advisory bodies:  the Trade Union Technical Advisory Council (COSATE) and the Business Technical Advisory Committee on Labor Matters (CEATAL), which bring together the hemisphere’s main trade union federations and the employers’ associations, respectively.

All the activities conducted between the XIII and XIV IACML benefited from the participation of representatives of COSATE and CEATAL.  During the meetings, there were specific opportunities for the agendas aimed at fostering the intervention of these advisory bodies.

In this context of active support from IACML for the participation of COSATE and CEATAL, the Workshop on “Innovation and Decent Jobs” was held, exclusively for these two bodies, in March 2005 in Buenos Aires.  The Workshop was organized by the Technical Secretariat, with support from the ILO and a special contribution from the Secretariat for the Summit of the Americas.  The principal outcome of this meeting was a joint document of proposals, submitted by the representatives of COSATE and CEATAL to the Summit Implementation Review Group (SIRG) on March 10, 2005.  Regarding this, the workshop provided a privileged opportunity for employers and workers to contribute to the debates for the Fourth Summit.

6.  IACML ties with other sector forums

In the framework of the XIII IACML, two events that had no precedent in the Conference’s dialogue with other sector forums took place.

The first was the participation of the Ministers of Labor of Canada, Mexico, and Brazil (troika), representing the IACML, at the Eighth Ministerial Meeting of the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) in November 2003 in Miami.  The Ministers of Labor attended this meeting in response to the interest expressed by the Ministers of Trade, in their Quito Declaration of 2002, to be apprised of the report of Working Group 1 on the labor dimensions of the Summit of the Americas process.  The Ministers representing the IACML submitted the report and highlighted, in their interventions, the need for trade to observe the principles and rights of workers, the importance of building up the capacity of labor administrations, consolidation of social dialogue, and international cooperation to find joint solutions and training of the labor force to meet the new challenges of competitiveness.

The second unprecedented event was the participation of the Ministers of Labor of Canada, Mexico and El Salvador, the latter representing Brazil, in the 45th meeting of the Executive Board of the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) in September 2004, which brings together the hemisphere’s Health Ministers.  The Ministers of Labor made presentations on the progress achieved in health and safety of workers in the context of the IACML, and afterwards held a dialogue with the Health Ministers.  It was decided to continue strengthening the strategic alliance between the health, labor, education, and environmental sectors, in order to make progress in social protection and in national and subregional actions that foster health working environment, health and safety for workers, and joint offers for professional development.

7. Inter-agency cooperation and dialogue

The Technical Secretariat has close ties with other international agencies in the IACML process, in particular with ILO, PAHO, and IDB.  In addition to benefiting from the active participation of these three agencies, during various activities of the XIII IACML, there were representatives from the.  The meetings also benefited from the presence of representatives of CARICOM and the Secretariat of the North American Agreement on Labor Cooperation (NAALC).

In the context of this inter-agency cooperation, the Memorandum of Understanding between the General Secretariat of the OAS and the Office of the Director-General of ILO, signed by Secretary Insulza and Director-General Somavía on September 6, 2005 at OAS headquarters in Washington, D.C., is noteworthy.  As a result of this Memorandum, these organizations will be working together on matters related to the promotion of decent jobs, preparation of the IACML and follow-up on their Declarations and activities, follow-up on the Declaration and Plan of Action of the Fourth Summit of the Americas, the drafting of studies, and the holding of workshops on decent jobs and related topics.

Conclusion 

During the past two years, the IACML has continued to consolidate itself as a hemispheric forum of political dialogue and consensus building in labor matters.  It has continued the activities of its Working Groups, as tools for analysis and discussion, studied options to strengthen labor administrations, and consolidated the participation of social players.

This past year, the IACML’s target date has been that of the Fourth Summit of the Americas, which will be bringing together the Heads of State and Government in November 2005 in Mar del Plata.  The recommendations issued from its activities and, in particular, the Declaration and Plan of Action of Mexico should be essential inputs for the process toward the Fourth Summit.  To this end, the IACML has kept close ties with the Secretariat for the Summit of the Americas and the Summit Implementation Review Group (SIRG).

In the future, the Conference, under the leadership of the Secretariat of Labor and Social Welfare of Mexico, must continue to strengthen its mechanisms of dialogue and cooperation, giving priority to the mandates and objectives of the Declaration and Plan of Action of Mexico.  The OAS, as the IACML’s Technical Secretariat, will continue to support this process, convinced that the Ministries of Labor are essential to address the Hemisphere’s current social and labor challenges. 
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