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CEATAL’S PERSPECTIVE ON “INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTHENING FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN THE AMERICAS”

OAS GENERAL ASSEMBLY

WASHINGTON, DC – JUNE 13, 2015
Minister, Secretary General, and Distinguished Representatives,

I represent the Canadian Employers Council and the Business Technical Advisory Committee on Labour Issues (CEATAL).  CEATAL is the organization that represents the employer associations of each OAS member state.   Through these organizations, CEATAL represents literally tens of thousands of small, medium and large private employers across the Americas. 

In my presentation, I will be commenting on the theme of this year’s General Assembly and specifically addressing the role of private sector employers in promoting sustainable development.

Employers believe that social and economic progress are necessary to achieve the goals of sustainable development.  Addressing poverty, inequality and other social deficits in the Americas depends on growing local and regional economies, creating decent and productive jobs in the formal sector, and investing in education, skills development and health care.   For this to occur, a vital private sector is critical, and must be respected and supported.  In most countries, the private sector is not only the major driver of economic activity but is also the predominant creator of new jobs. 
As important actors within the private sector, employers recognize that economic growth must be sustainable.  This means that growth in a country must be broad-based across sectors and shared fairly amongst members of the labour force including women, young people and the disabled.  For such growth to be sustainable, governments must act in the public interest, must eliminate public and private corruption, must promote safety and security in our communities and workplaces, and must respect democratic values and the rule of law.    

Thinking about sustainability means planning for a better future.  At its core, a sustainability agenda must consider the impact of what we decide to do now on future generations.   Through our collective efforts, we can have a real and positive impact on the lives of young people.   So, please allow me to say a few words about the youth of the Americas, who are the key to a sustainable future.

For our region to achieve enduring social and economic progress, we absolutely must equip young people with the skills, resources and values they need to succeed.  An agenda for promoting sustainable development and social inclusion must prioritize young people and must target the conditions that can impede their full engagement in socio-economic life.   This requires a focus on key issues like education, health care, safe communities, skills training, and the promotion of entrepreneurship.

We should be mindful of the fact that youth unemployment in our region is currently much too high.  One of the biggest enemies of sustainable development is high youth unemployment – it  is a waste of the talent and energy of young people, can be demoralizing, and can cause young people to give up looking for work altogether and turn to activities outside the formal economy.   Obviously, private sector employers have an important role to play in addressing youth unemployment through hiring practices, skills training and apprenticeship programs, and supportive roles in communities like sponsoring athletic and other programs for youth.   

Beyond this, private sector employers are pursuing a host of innovative initiatives that benefit young people and promote the 2030 Agenda and its sustainable development objectives.  Let me share with you a few examples:

First, private sector employers throughout the Americas operate mentorship, internship and education programs, often jointly with colleges and universities. These programs contribute greatly to the development of the next generation of entrepreneurs and job creators.   Programs are becoming much more sophisticated, in part in response to the 2030 Agenda and its Development Objectives.  For example, the MasterCard Foundation, through its Education and Learning Program, is providing access to secondary and university education for academically talented but economically disadvantaged youth. Through an array of partnerships, the Program provides support services to young peeople including mentoring, skills training, and job market information.  The Program is intended to increase the likelihood of young people moving on to higher education, employment or entrepreneurship. 

Second, a growing number of private sector companies are partnering with national and international organizations to deliver early childhood education programs that have a real and lasting impact on young people.  H&M is one example.   Its Flagship Program in partnership with UNICEF invests in early childhood education and development.   This Program focuses on providing vulnerable children with equal opportunities for development, as well as supporting parental education programs, early stimulation and nutrition, and community based programs and pre-schools. By 2017, H&M hopes to have provided 73,600 children with early childhood education programs.

Third, the private sector is playing a growing role in promoting initiatives for children’s health.   Canada’s Teck Resources Ltd is a leader in partnering with international organizations like UNICEF to address issues like child mortality, family nutrition, and the training of health care workers in pediatric care. Teck has also supported UNICEF’s efforts to develop child health programs in Namibia, Nepal and Peru. 

The lesson here is that the private sector can be very effectve when it partners with local, national and international institutions to deliver programs that promote the future of young people and, in turn, a sustainable future.   Governments and the OAS itself must do their part to encourage and support such initiatives.

In closing, let me thank you for the opportunity to speak to you on behalf of employers in the Americas.   Let me specifically thank Secretary General Almagro and the OAS for deepening ties with the private sector so that we can play an active role in achieving the Sustainable Development Objectives.  I would also like to highlight the need for a private sector forum as part of the General Assembly to ensure the full participation of the private sector in the OAS.
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