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INTER-AMERICAN PROGRAM TO COMBAT POVERTY AND DISCRIMINATION

Inter-American Program to Combat Poverty and Discrimination
Declaration

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation, meeting in Washington, D.C., on February 20 and 21, 1997, to establish the policies of the Organization of American States (OAS) with respect to social development and, specifically, to prepare an Inter-American Program to Combat Poverty and Discrimination, bearing in mind the commitments made by the Heads of State and Government at the World Summit on Social Development in 1995; and recalling that, at the Summit of the Americas in 1994, the leaders of the Hemisphere declared that overcoming poverty was a priority, and that this topic was addressed at the Summit of the Americas on Sustainable Development in Santa Cruz de la Sierra in 1996 and will continue to be a priority for the region,

Declare:
1. Economic growth is an essential but insufficient factor in enhancing the quality of life, overcoming poverty, and eliminating discrimination and social exclusion. Experience in the region demonstrates that it is also necessary for such growth to be geared toward promoting economic development with equity and social justice, and to be accompanied by the implementation of universal and selective social policies. As for the thrust of economic growth, it should be driven by the public, private, and social sectors and underpinned by criteria, strategies, and policies that generate sustainable conditions for well-remunerated, decent jobs and steady income that are conducive to higher productivity and the equitable distribution of income. Similarly, it is important to take into account the new challenges and opportunities of economic globalization and to adopt policies for economic stability that can promote integral and sustainable development and overcome poverty and social exclusion.

2. Overcoming poverty and discrimination requires the application of comprehensive policies that are defined and applied by the state with the full participation of all sectors of society. These policies should promote equal opportunity and access to basic social services, strengthen individual and collective participation and responsibility, and establish specific incentives or programs to address the needs of the groups most at risk. Overcoming poverty and eliminating discrimination also call for a democratic system in which the rule of law and the observance of all human rights prevail.

3. Social and economic development must be seen as parts of the same process and viewed in an overall, coherent fashion. In this connection, a focus on economic growth is compatible with the quest for greater social equity, and there can be strong ties and mutual reinforcement between the two factors.

4. In fostering economic development and social progress, it is essential to apply sound fiscal policy and a social investment strategy that provides for transparent allocation and use of resources and is carefully targeted, administered, and evaluated so that its activities will be of real benefit to the poorest sectors. Accordingly, it is necessary to devote adequate public resources to social programs and, in particular, to measures to overcome extreme poverty.

5. Institution-building and the formulation of appropriate social policies are imperatives that require: (a) strengthening of the state's authority in the social area and development of effective mechanisms for interagency coordination; (b) greater efficiency in the efforts of social institutions through decentralization and the allocation of resources under a system of greater autonomy; c) training and development of personnel who carry out social and antipoverty programs, taking into consideration the relevant recommendations and conclusions of the Tenth Inter-American Conference of Ministers of Labor; (d) the use of appropriate information systems and of methods and instruments for targeting, monitoring, and evaluating, with particular attention to measures geared toward groups living in poverty or at risk or subject to discrimination; and (e) an in-depth understanding and monitoring of the characteristics and evolution of poverty and discrimination, recognizing their increasing diversity and the consequent need for differentiated, comprehensive policies that take local needs into account.

6. In accomplishing these ends, it is crucial that a sustained inter-American effort be made on the basis of cooperation and the sharing of experience in pursuing social development, using the partnership mechanisms now in place in the Hemisphere, particularly horizontal cooperation among member states. In this context, it will be necessary to maximize the use of existing regional mechanisms, especially the Inter-American Council for Integral Development (CIDI) of the Organization of American States as a political forum and as an instrument for the coordination of various initiatives in the different spheres in which poverty and discrimination and being fought in the Hemisphere.

7. In terms of social policy, a decentralization strategy must be promoted in order to: strengthen local governments and improve their ability to address social needs; broaden community participation in establishing and implementing measures and programs; make transparent and equitable use of resources; target investment under an integrated strategy in which training activities are improved; expand the service infrastructure; create conditions leading to productive employment; and strengthen the mechanisms used to plan and evaluate policies and programs.

8. It is essential to strengthen support mechanisms for groups accorded priority in both the urban and rural sectors. In this regard, the fight to eliminate poverty and social discrimination, in the context of integrated social policies, should center on health, nutrition, employment, and education, with a special focus—as appropriate according to each country's laws—on children, youth, women heads of household and teenage mothers, indigenous communities, migrant workers and their families, the elderly, persons with disabilities, and other priority social groups.

9. Priority should be given to policies that generate employment and income, with more resources allocated to manpower training and retraining, with a view to enhancing the productivity of workers and supporting small business and microenterprise as a matter of priority. Low-income workers and small producers, particularly those in the groups most at risk, should have preferential access to adequate financing, training, and technical assistance. Their exposure to competition with more developed economies must be accompanied by a clear effort to identify and support activities that will generate social benefits in the long term and, in turn, help to develop comparative advantages.

10. The right to universal basic education and access to secondary, technical, and vocational education are key elements in overcoming poverty as vehicles for social and economic mobility. High-quality education should therefore be promoted, not only for its importance in fighting poverty, but also for its role in increasing productivity and economic growth and promoting stable democratic governments, respect for the natural environment, racial, ethnic, and religious tolerance, and higher standards of living in general.

11. It is crucial to strengthen civil society's responsible and organized participation in setting criteria, making decisions, and effectively implementing policies for overcoming poverty and discrimination, as well as in monitoring the use of public resources. This participation is the best guarantee of stable democracy, good governance, and the achievement of integral and sustainable development. Local action plans that prioritize social program requirements are an important element in the strategy for overcoming poverty and discrimination.

12. The Inter-American Program to Combat Poverty and Discrimination requires the active participation of the Organization of American States, in particular the Inter-American Council for Integral Development, as well as closer cooperation and coordination among the OAS, the Inter-American Development Bank, the World Bank, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, the Pan American Health Organization, and the other competent regional and subregional organizations and agencies.

On the basis of this Declaration, the Ministers and Heads of Delegation agree to implement the following:

ACTION PLAN
1. OBJECTIVES
1.1 Strengthening Inter-American Dialogue on Development
With a view to overcoming poverty and discrimination in the Hemisphere and promoting full respect for human rights and an improved quality of life for the region's inhabitants, the Organization of American States (OAS), through the Inter-American Council for Integral Development, shall work to enhance inter-American dialogue on economic and social development. To that end, it shall foster the analysis and exchange of information on experience acquired by countries of the region in this area, including in this process the various social sectors in the different countries, as well as the economic and political sectors. 

1.2. Identifying Specific Areas for Cooperation
Specific areas for cooperation shall be identified within the framework of the OAS and other international organizations and institutions, including the promotion of national and plurinational cooperation projects through the Inter-American Council for Integral Development, so as to promote institution-building and modernized social policy, encouraging social investment programs that benefit the neediest groups in the countries of the Hemisphere.

2. GUIDELINES
2.1. Modernizing Public Institutions and Social Management
There is a need to modernize social policy and adapt the government agencies responsible for such policy, so as to create an integrated, pluralistic, participatory, and efficient system that guarantees social justice for the entire population. The new outline of social policy must be shaped according to the social and cultural characteristics of each country.

Some issues of priority in this area are:

a. Integral economic and social policies must be compatible with and complement one another in order to address the needs of those living in poverty or subject to discrimination. Social investment and economic policy must be developed in a coordinated manner, thus ensuring compatibility, comprehensiveness, and complementarity among universal and selective or targeted social policies.

b. Policies to fight poverty and promote human development must employ programs in the areas of taxation, employment, income, credit, and financing, especially for small business and microenterprise, in order to achieve equal opportunity, in particular for the neediest groups.

c. Strengthening of authority in the social area and of instruments for institutional coordination among various governmental levels and jurisdictions, to enable social policies to be government policies; and strengthening of relations between the state and civil society. The sharing of information on the means of interagency coordination developed by governments in the region will make it possible to identify those programs that may be applied to other countries of the region.

d. Decentralization of social programs to strengthen the role of local authorities, and adoption of measures to remedy the shortage of human and financial resources at the local level, as well as strategies for institution-building that give the appropriate authorities increased capacity to design and implement antipoverty programs.

e. Modernization of social policy and management and development of human resources. Effective social management involves active participation by the beneficiaries and requires skilled personnel to administer the antipoverty programs.

f. Development of permanent integral systems for information, follow-up, and evaluation of social programs as an essential instrument for implementing social policy. Further, strengthening of training activities at all levels of the sectors involved.

g. Establishment and strengthening of public management mechanisms employed in implementing antipoverty and antidiscrimination activities.

h. Promotion of approval of the necessary legal instruments to lend continuity to antipoverty and antidiscrimination policies, in accordance with an integral social policy system.

i. Improvement of public utilities so that they may be offered with the same level of respect to all social sectors.

2.2 Strengthening Mechanisms for Participation by Civil Society in Fighting Poverty and Discrimination
Fighting poverty and discrimination is a responsibility of government and civil society. A strong and diverse civil society, organized in various ways and sectors, including individuals, the private sector, labor, political parties, academics, and other nongovernmental players and organizations, gives depth and durability to democracy. Similarly, a vigorous democracy requires broad participation by all sectors in public issues. Such activities should be carried out with complete transparency and accountability and, to this end, a proper legal and regulatory framework should be established, and should include the possibility of obtaining technical and financial support, including from private sources. Hence all sectors must contribute to the antipoverty effort by participating in the design and execution of social programs and projects so that social action will be more sustained and have a greater impact.

To give civil society a larger part to play in fighting poverty and discrimination, the following priorities should be addressed:

a. Organized participation by civil society, and especially by community, indigenous, rural, labor, and neighborhood organizations, as instruments for social integration;

b. Greater participation by civil society in setting policy, executing and evaluating social plans, and designing, managing, and evaluating social programs at the national and local levels;

c. Encouragement to organization of the neediest groups and the informal sectors and proper channeling of their demands, as well as establishment of mechanisms for interaction with the organized private sector; and

d. Establishment of effective mechanisms for citizen oversight of the public sector so as to guarantee transparency, access to information, reporting to the public on the management and use of resources by public institutions, and periodic evaluation of their activities, which will help to strengthen the democratic system.

2.3 Promoting and Financing Social Investment
The state has an irreplaceable part to play in social investment for the neediest populations, based on the premise that lasting general social welfare requires the generation of productive employment and the promotion of institutional and financial mechanisms. These mechanisms envision in particular the strengthening of small business and microenterprise, with special emphasis on microcredit, as well as on management training so that higher levels of productivity and competitiveness may be attained. For this purpose, efforts shall be made to incorporate the promotion of production to enable civil society to contribute its energy, creativity, and resources to the antipoverty effort, and thereby help make it a full participant in the dynamics of national development.

To carry out this central task, the state should consider the following priorities:

a. Increase and decentralize public social spending on programs to fight poverty and do away with discrimination of every kind, bearing in mind the need to achieve equitable income distribution;

b. Ensure that resources for the design and implementation of social programs are distributed in accordance with criteria of complementarity and coordination in the use of budgetary resources of the country, the provinces or states, and the municipalities;

c. Ensure financing for social investment and develop mechanisms that guarantee access to social services and programs for the poorest groups. Further, examine selective social investment and improve systems for channeling assistance so that it will directly benefit those living in extreme poverty;

d. Evaluate the impact and quality of the different kinds of subsidies;

e. Exchange information on and experience about participation by the public, private, and social sectors in antipoverty efforts; and

f. Support the design of national strategies for fighting poverty and discrimination and share experience with their design and execution, in furtherance of the commitment assumed by the governments at the World Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen.

2.4 Programs to Fight Poverty and Discrimination 

Experience in the region in designing and executing antipoverty programs and projects underscores how important it is that governments share and publicize their experience and their accomplishments in meeting the challenges of poverty and discrimination.

To this end, measures must be taken to meet the following priorities:

a. Definition and identification of the groups most at risk and of their characteristics, needs, and self-development capabilities;

b. Definition, implementation, and evaluation of integral care programs for communities and groups at risk, including components for mother-and-child care, health, food and nutrition; social emergency programs; community social infrastructure programs; initiatives to help promote access to the judicial system, education, and job training; and generation of employment for groups that are marginalized or subject to discrimination;

c. Definition and implementation of strategies for coordination between sectoral agencies, and administration of social investment funds, national programs, and any other existing mechanism to overcome poverty and discrimination;

d. Encouragement of production projects and social enterprises to overcome poverty, and of better access for micro- and small enterprise to credit, training, and technical support;

e. Support for the development of decentralization strategies;

f. Implementation of programs to raise awareness in society and to secure its commitment to fighting poverty and discrimination;

g. Establishment of effective mechanisms to ensure that the neediest communities have a hand in the design and execution of programs to overcome poverty and discrimination; and

h. Development of social sector networks and programs for persons living in poverty or at risk, to promote higher incomes, generate productive employment, and support microenterprise, access to credit, job training, and the coverage of basic needs in food, health, housing, education, and social infrastructure. Special attention must be given to improving the quality of basic social services and to providing equitable access to such services.

3. INSTITUTIONAL MECHANISMS
In the development of the Inter-American Program to Combat Poverty and Discrimination, the OAS, particularly through the Social Development Committee of the Inter-American Council for Integral Development, should play a primary role as a political forum, as a mechanism to promote the partnership for social development, and as the most suitable body to bring about cooperation and coordination among organs, agencies, and institutions of the inter-American and United Nations systems.

3.1 Political Forum
a. CIDI, as a forum for high-level policy to promote inter-American dialogue, the sharing of experience, and partnership, should advance the search for solutions to the social problems of the peoples in the Hemisphere and contribute in particular to overcoming poverty and discrimination.

b. The primary purpose of the Social Development Committee of CIDI is to strengthen inter-American dialogue to support the framing of policies and the execution of cooperative social programs, in particular to overcome poverty and discrimination in the Hemisphere. As such, the Committee will bear the primary responsibility for monitoring this inter-American program and for coordinating and evaluating the measures it generates.

c. The Committee will hold annual high-level meetings to consider a central subject within the guidelines identified in this inter-American program. The subjects to be considered over the next four years will be:

1. Development and Modernization of Public Institutions and Social Management (1998)

2. Strengthening Mechanisms for Participation by Civil Society in Overcoming Poverty and Discrimination (1999)

3. Promotion and Financing of Social Investment (2000)

4. Strategies and Programs to Combat Marginalization of and Discrimination against Indigenous Populations and Other Groups at Risk (2001)

d. To further the aims set forth in the previous section, ad hoc technical working groups, open to all member states, will be set up to consider specific programs, projects, and activities. Each ad hoc working group will be convened and coordinated by a member state and should receive technical support for its operations from the OAS General Secretariat.

The ad hoc working groups will provide a forum for more in-depth analysis of priority topics and identification of the areas in which the OAS and other international cooperation agencies and institutions can contribute support and financing.

3.2 Partnership for Development
The OAS will support requesting member states in the preparation and execution of cooperation projects that arise from this inter-American program. To that end, the Organization's role as a broker of horizontal cooperation offers and requirements should be strengthened. 

The measures envisaged in this inter-American program, as integral components of the CIDI Strategic Plan, should conform to the guidelines and use the mechanisms provided to promote partnership, including matters of financing. Member state contributions to the CIDI voluntary funds through the Social Development Account—when it is established—may be used to finance measures and projects in these areas, as available resources allow.

In this context, the participation of relatively less developed countries will be taken into account.

3.3 Institutional Cooperation and Coordination
The Social Development Committee, in the context of existing mechanisms for cooperation and coordination between the OAS and the various bodies, agencies, and institutions of the inter-American and United Nations systems, such as the IDB, PAHO, IICA, the UNDP, and ECLAC, as well as other regional and subregional agencies, institutions, and programs in the Hemisphere, should promote coordination and complementarity of operations and resources to further social development projects, particularly those aimed at overcoming poverty and eliminating discrimination of every kind.

The Social Development Committee should promote the establishment of mechanisms for information and coordination with the Inter-American Conference of Ministers of Labor, the Inter-American Forum of Ministers of Education, the Conference of the Social Network of Latin America and the Caribbean, the Hemispheric Meeting of Ministers Responsible for Science and Technology, the Inter-American Commission of Women, and other related forums, thereby facilitating the complementarity of efforts and reflection leading to a comprehensive view of the objectives, measures, and commitments adopted in the social development area.

3.4 The Role of the OAS General Secretariat
The OAS General Secretariat, through the Executive Secretariat for Integral Development, and with support from the various competent offices and entities, especially the Unit for Social Development and Education, will support the activities that arise from this inter-American program.

In particular, the General Secretariat should:

a. Act as technical secretariat to the meetings held under this inter-American program and serve as its institutional memory, issuing periodic progress reports to the member states through CEPCIDI. 

b. Conduct studies and coordinate the preparation of the requested technical documents that are to serve as a basis for work under the guidelines laid down in this inter-American program.

c. Establish and keep current a database of pertinent information on social development matters that will support the member states in their efforts.
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