Civil Society Declaration 2013
Introduction
As direct service providers, development and grass-roots NGOs, we are living and working with
people living in poverty on a daily basis. We seek to partner with them in overcoming inequality.
We support their efforts to move out of poverty, have decent work and live in an inclusive
society.
We have concern for all aspects of society, especially in the ways that our activities influence all
our relationships. This includes close and immediate relationships between individuals as well as
those impacted by politics, economics and the law. It extends from the relationships among
communities and groups to relations between peoples and nations.
This demands integrity. Without integrity, there is no social conscience or responsibility. Social
action, if there is any, serves only private interests and the logic of power. Social fragmentation
follows.
In a globalized world often driven by economic and financial engines, one can sometimes lose
sight of the people and the planet that are to be assisted and protected. When wealth and power
are sought as ends unto themselves there is a danger that society can be reduced to a collection of
individuals, and that the common good is reduced to fit the outcomes achievable by private, for
profit firms. This can legitimate forms of social indifference.
For some, the only way to achieve development is through the market. This has tended to
concentrate wealth in the hands of a few. Many others have seen their economic and real power
to influence decisions that affect their lives diminish. It has been noted: “Economic activity
cannot solve all social problems through the simple application of commercial logic. This needs
to be directed towards the pursuit of the common good, for which the political community in
particular must also take responsibility. Therefore, it must be borne in mind that grave
imbalances are produced when economic action, conceived merely as an engine for wealth
creation, is detached from political action, conceived as a means for pursuing justice through
redistribution.”1
Empowerment
Empowerment has emerged as a key tool in counteracting the pernicious effects of social and
economic inequalities.
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Definitions of empowerment tend to revolve around a cluster of interrelated concepts
including choice, freedom, agency, capacity, participation, control over one’s own
destiny, increased resources and capacity, and improved quality of life. None of these
ideas are directly synonymous with empowerment, but all contribute to a holistic
environment in which empowering conditions more readily emerge. Points of emphasis
may differ from one definition to the next, but most focus on developing the latent
capacity of individuals and groups for the purpose of furthering human well-being and
fulfillment. The members of the NGO Committee on Social Development, in this
declaration use the following definition of empowerment: Empowerment is the
expansion of the capacity, volition and vision necessary for people to become effective
agents of human well-being.
While real empowerment of people is often difficult to implement in many national
circumstances, it is even more difficult in a globalized world where even more complex
challenges exist.
Empowerment means effective participation of individuals and groups in decisions that
affect the social, legal, political and economic dimensions of their lives. It is integrally
linked to the eradication of poverty, decent work and social integration.

Participation
Participation continues to be the practical way by which empowerment is often measured and
quantified.2
Participation is power. Distribution of power in a group is often associated with inequality
especially with respect to gender bias and economic resources. However, a shared society is
based on mutual respect and human dignity where each member is responsible and has a
contribution to make that is needed by all other members. This distributes power equally among
all its members. In a fully integrated national or local society where there is popular
participation, most people contribute to the development of their society and share equally in the
benefits of that development. Such ‘a society for all’ envisioned by the World Summit for Social
Development in Copenhagen3 comes into being little by little. It requires time and
understanding, resources and perseverance. It is rooted in relationships based on human dignity
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and mutual respect that flow from human rights and equality. In fact, seen through the lens of
human rights, participation demands that we address the power asymmetries in a community and
remove all of the economic, legal, cultural, political and physical obstacles that impede access to
services and programmmes by marginalized groups.
In most societies, there are varying degrees of participation which implies an unequal
distribution of power. Full participation in making the decisions that affect one’s life
acknowledges the availability of choices and accords people the enabling environment to make
those choices. Participation stimulates the full development of one’s personality and capacities. It
strengthens confidence, self-esteem and builds skills.
It is imperative that the barriers that impede participation in decision-making that affect people’s
lives be dismantled. Assumptions about others’ potential must be examined and confronted.
People become effective agents of human well-being when their vision is valued, their capacities
are developed and they have the will to make their dreams a reality.
The structural elements of participation: individuals, communities, vulnerable groups,
institutions, and governments raise the question of indirect or representative forms of
participation and the role of subsidiarity in building societies and empowering people.

Social Protection Floors
Social Protection Floors are powerful and successful tools in reducing social vulnerabilities and
making progress toward achieving the Millennium Development Goals.
Social security is not only a human right but an economic and social necessity. Seventy five to
eighty percent of the global population have no access to comprehensive social security systems
and thus have no access to social protection when needed. Social protection programmes tackle
multiple dimensions of poverty and deprivation (decent work, education, health care, food
security, income security) and are a powerful tool in the battle against poverty and inequality.
The establishment of national social protection floors assures that basic social security is
accessible to all.
A social protection floor enhances social cohesion, helps eradicate poverty, facilitates people’s
participation, contributes to improved human capital development and stimulates greater
productive activity. Additionally, it has helped to stabilize aggregate demand in times of crisis
and to increase resilience against economic shocks, contributing to accelerate recovery towards
more inclusive and sustainable development paths.4 “Extending social protection is a ’win-win’
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investment that pays off both in the short term, given its effects as a macroeconomic stabilizer
but also in the long term, due to the impacts on human development and productivity.” 5
A new coalition for Social Protection Floors comprising NGO’s from the Global South and
North in support of the ILO Recommendation 202 has formed to advocate for the advancement
of social protection based on human rights for all people in all parts of the world. 6
Men and women must benefit equally from social protection systems. For this to happen the
needs of women throughout the life-cycle, their responsibility for caregiving, as well as the
differences in access to services, work, and productive activities between women and men must
be addressed. The role of women as caregivers must be explicitly addressed by a social
protection program.
As noted by the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Dr. Magdalena
Sepulveda, “Under international human rights law, States have an obligation to immediately
meet minimum essential levels of the rights of food, health, housing, education, and social
security, The enjoyment of these rights by all individuals is not conditional on the performance
of certain actions or the meeting of requirements.”7 Given the consensus on basic human rights,
the concept of the “deserving poor” needs to be abolished.
Those countries that have initiated a social protection floor, e.g. Brazil, China, India, Mexico,
Nepal, and South Africa, have found that the program ultimately pays for itself. It enhances the
productivity of the labor force because the workers’ health and hopes are secure.
Recommendation No. 202 of the International Labour Conference emphasizes the human right to
social security while recognizing that each country is responsible for the design, implementation
and evaluation of the social protection floor program it initiates.

Poverty Eradication in a Post 2015 World
The global economy driven by consumption already uses natural resources equivalent to 1.5
planet earths, which is unsustainable. The 1.4 billion people in the richest 20th percentile of the
world’s population consume over 80% of global output – 60 times more than those in the poorest
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20th percentile.8 Poverty, resource scarcities, conflict and climate change have all been
exacerbated by unsustainable patterns of consumption, production and resource exploitation.
This threatens the very future of humanity. And while the Millennium Development Goals
sought to enhance the consumption power of 2 billion people living in poverty, the time has
come for the adoption of Millennium Consumption Goals to provide consumption targets
designed to motivate the world’s rich to consume more sustainably and equitably. Restraint and
mindfulness of the impact of our individual and corporate consumption will lead to the
empowerment of peoples and help them to live free from want and free from fear of an
unpredictable and undesirable future.
It is imperative that the linkage between environment (climate change and global warming) and
poverty be clearly articulated. And above all it must be acknowledged that respect for, protection
of, and the promotion and fulfillment of all human rights is the sine qua non of Sustainable
Development.
We applaud the work of Rio+20, and concur with the decision that the articulation of the
Sustainable Development Goals, as the successor to the Millennium Development Goals, should
be holistic, inclusive, equitable, and universally applicable.
We strongly encourage the UN member states to collaboratively work with civil society in
developing a post 2015 global development framework that has fully elaborated goals
encompassing the environmental, economic and social dimensions of sustainable development,
with targets and support structure.

Education
Education, a basic and universal human right, empowers people and enhances society through
contributions to the common good, sustainability and the economy.
Both formal and non-formal education are essential constitutive elements of a society from early
childhood, through youth and adulthood, the entire lifespan.
The aim of education is for people to reach satisfying levels of personal and professional
potential. Additionally, education enables people to recognize the relationship between the lack
of education and poverty. The special educational needs of vulnerable groups must be
addressed: gender, disability, economic inequities, and special needs.
Specialized educational opportunities are required for persons with particular needs or
specialized professions. We strongly support increased technology transfer, greater sharing of
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information and capacity building in the use and development of information and
communications technology (ICTs).
Teacher training is essential for quality education. Teachers who are culturally sensitive and
utilize and respect the knowledge and resources of the learner are the midwives of true education
and the transformers of societies.

Resources for Human Development
The most important resources for development are the human and natural resources present in
any given community. Holistic development that is socially beneficial for all is predicated on a
commitment to the common good and a deep respect for the earth and its resources. Each
member of the community has a role to play. Each member contributes and each member
benefits. All members have what they need.
While each country has the primary responsibility for its own social and economic development,
developing countries have need of additional resources to assure a development that is
sustainable. Significant mobilization of financial and technical resources from a variety of
sources is essential. Official development assistance (ODA) commitments of a minimum 0.7%
of GNP on the part of developed countries must be honored and additional new sources of
financing for development must be tapped.
A financial transaction tax (FTT) specifically directed toward a social protection floor puts
money into the real economy. Because it is a very small tax, investors feel almost no impact. The
revenue obtained from such a tax would, however, have a very significant impact on
development. A FTT is already being used in some countries and support for a FTT for
development is becoming more widespread. By a wide majority in January 2013, European
Finance Ministers approved moving ahead on the implantation of a FTT.9
We also support the establishment of a Global Fund for Social Protection as recently outlined by
the Special Rapporteurs on the Right to Food and Human Rights and Extreme Poverty.10 This
fund would not replace national obligations to provide for the needs of its citizens.
Another effective national resource for development is the redirection of a portion of the national
budget dedicated to military spending. These funds could become available immediately. Its
implementation is dependent on the political will of government officials.

Other Measures: Alternates to GDP
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While a consensus has not been reached on how to best measure societal goods, at the political
level it has been recognized that there is a need to go beyond GDP when assessing the health of a
society. 11 Over the last twenty years, several studies have been published on alternative
measures of well-being/quality of life/ sustainable development/ societal progress that
underscore the fact that all these terms are closely related to each other. International
organisations, academic researchers and official statisticians have all proposed alternative
measures to more accurately reflect societal wealth and care for its less fortunate members.
Alternative indicators of wealth, prosperity and development stress self-sufficiency, equity,
health status and social cohesion12, which lead to empowerment. Among them are: the Human
Development Index (HDI) as proposed by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP); the Genuine Progress Indicator; the Gross National Happiness Index; the World
Bank’s Adjusted Net Savings Index; and, the Better Life Index. All of these measures are useful
to inform decision making at all levels and to contribute to a self-regulating sustainability of
integrated environment and development systems.

Conclusion
Empowerment means effective participation of individuals and groups in decisions that
affect the social, legal, political and economic dimensions of their lives. It is integrally
linked to the eradication of poverty, decent work and social integration.
In a socially integrated society whose core values are human rights, equality and
sustainability, people are at the center, the common good is honored and citizens are
empowered. Citizens contribute to constructing a society that respects the dignity and
worth of all. Poverty eradication is seriously addressed, decent work is provided for all
citizens, funding is made available to provide basic services for all, especially the most
vulnerable.
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Recommendations
As concrete means of empowering their citizens, we recommend that governments:


Work to promote the common good through mechanisms that allow for the participation
of all its citizens at the local and national levels to engage in the social, political and
economic life of their societies.



Implement ILO Recommendation 202 to establish a national Social Protection Floor as
an effective means of empowering people and reducing poverty and inequality.



Work to implement the newly adopted Guiding Principles on Extreme Poverty and
Human Rights.



Promote the legal empowerment of all people especially those living in extreme poverty
by insuring that they have access to justice, property rights and labor protections. Birth
registrations and providing identity documents are essential.



Implement the ILO’s decent work agenda and its Global Jobs Pact to encourage and
ensure full employment and income security.



Vigorously address the unsustainable patterns of production, consumption and resource
exploitation in their societies.



Initiate the transition to low-carbon energy sources linked with greener consumption and the
promotion of energy-efficient technologies.



Provide formal and non-formal education for all across the lifespan empowering people
to become agents of change in their societies while exercising their rights. Additionally,
citizens be guaranteed choice and control over the decisions that affect their rights and
well-being.



Develop public policies that focus on the use and development of information and
communications technologies (ICTs). Technology infrastructure and inclusive public
access must be enhanced as a concrete means to empower societies.



Work to expand the innovative sources of financing for development particularly through
the implementation of a Financial Transaction Tax, the Global Fund for Social Protection
and the reduction of military spending.______________________________________________________________________
Prepared by the NGO Committee on Social Development (NY)
Affirmed at the Civil Society Forum, February 5, 2013.
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