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Over the past several months, the Government of Canada has been working to promote the study of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in the OAS and other multilateral organizations. It is our view that multinational enterprises can make an important contribution to the sustainable development of the countries in which they operate.  In addition to creating jobs, income and wealth, corporations can make a positive contribution to social and environmental development as well. They can achieve this through voluntary measures such as to limit bribery and corruption, safeguard the health and safety of workers, protect the environment and respect human rights.

Canada’s Foreign Minister, Lloyd Axworthy, raised the issue of CSR during his address to the OAS Permanent Council on February 11, 2000.  In that statement, Minister Axworthy noted that increased attention was being directed world-wide to the impact - both positive and negative - of corporate behaviour on the communities in which enterprises operate and stated that he intended to place the issue on the agenda for the OAS General Assembly held this past June in Windsor.

Following Minister Axworthy’s statement, Canada introduced the concept of CSR into the OAS Working Group on Probity and Public Ethics by submitting a short background paper and by attending a Special Session of the Working Group on March 31 at OAS Headquarters in Washington.  After consultations in the OAS Working Group on Probity and Public Ethics, a resolution was adopted in Windsor which contained a mandate to study CSR.  Specifically, the resolution instructed the OAS to study CSR with a view to defining its scope and content in the inter-American context, and for member states and other actors to share experiences and exchange information on experiences undertaken to address the issue.

Following the passing of the resolution and recognizing that, to date, a truly hemispheric understanding of the concept of CSR has not developed, the Government of Canada is currently seeking to contract a respected researcher from Latin America or the Caribbean to write a paper that would attempt to define the principal elements and potential applications of CSR in the inter-American context, focussing on realities and experiences in Latin America and the Caribbean.  We have asked that the paper examine CSR in terms of its contribution to good governance in the region and explore the importance of transparency and consider the leadership role that corporations could take. 

The paper will also discuss the underlying causes of increased CSR activity over the last several years and examine the factors motivating corporations to act, identifying benefits accrued by socially responsible companies and the benefits that socially responsible behaviour brings to society as a whole.  The paper will also identify and discuss strategies adopted by the business community to implement CSR activities and the key issues associated with these strategies.  It will also examine how other stakeholders, including labour unions, non-governmental organizations and governments are interacting with the business community to promote CSR.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the paper will attempt to identify examples of corporate leadership in Latin America and the Caribbean.   The purpose of the paper is to stimulate discussion in the Working Group on Probity and Public Ethics, not to draw detailed conclusions.  

It will be necessary to report to the next OAS General Assembly on progress made on the mandate received in Windsor.  In addition, progress will be important in the context of the Summit of the Americas.  With growing public interest and concern regarding the sustainability of communities as globalization deepens, it will be necessary to show that the nations of the Americas as working together to ensure that the activities of the business community make a positive contribution to the communities in which they do business.  The exact nature of initiatives that Leaders could endorse in Quebec City will be determined as a result of discussions between all 34 OAS member states, both in the OAS Working Group in Probity and Public Ethics and at Summit Implementation Review Group (SIRG) meetings.     
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