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11  	REMITTANCES

Since 1995, remittances contribute more money 
than all official development assistance programs 
combined. In Mexico, remittances sent by emigrants 
have become indispensable for 21% of families. Re-
mittances to Mexico were down nearly 6% in January 
2009 as a result of the downturn in the US economy 
and anti-immigrant policies.

12  	JUST DROPS OF AID REACH THE POOR1

Almost 40 years ago, rich countries agreed to give 
0.7% of their GNI as official aid to poor countries for 
development assistance. The average aid delivered 
each year never surpassed 0.4% and the shortfall 
has accumulated to over USD 3.6 trillion, while total 
aid delivered in that same period reached a mere 
USD 2.7 trillion. Moreover, official Overseas Devel-
opment Assistance (ODA) figures tend to include 
debt relief and support for students and refugees in 
donor countries, thus distorting the real value of the 
aid claimed: ODA performance, excluding debt relief 
and support for students and refugees, has been un-
changed at 0.22% of GNI in 2005, 2006 and 2007.

1	 Sources: OECD (April 2009) and The reality of aid 2008

13  	WOMEN AND THE POOR ARE HIT THE 
HARDEST

The world’s poor are being hard-hit by a crisis for 
which they are not responsible. According to es-
timates, 53 million people are falling into extreme 
poverty in 2009 and 200,000 to 400,000 babies are 
dying, because of the drop in growth. Women are 
affected disproportionally. They are the first to lose 
their jobs and the last to recover them, are required 
to compensate for the reduction of health and educa-
tion services provided by governments, and suffer 
increased domestic violence proportional to the rise 
in unemployment.

Low income countries face a financial gap rang-
ing from USD 270 to 700 billion this year. However, 
while more than USD 2 trillion were found to boost 
Northern economies and emerging markets, richer 
countries committed just over 5% of the additional 
development finance required to compensate low-
income countries. African countries alone will face 
a real drop in income of USD 49 billion between the 
start of the crisis in 2007 and the end of 2009. Al-
ready hard-hit by soaring food and energy prices that 
pushed up inflation, as well as caused food shortages 
and widespread hunger, poor countries are seeing 
how the demand for their exports is dropping and vital 

remittances sent back by family members working in 
the developed world are declining.

14  	SMALL TAXPAYERS IN POOR 
COUNTRIES CARRY THE BURDEN 

If low-income countries were to revise their taxes, 
strengthen their financial administrations and abol-
ish tax exemptions for transnational investors so 
that the proportion of public revenues within gross 
domestic product (which was 12% in 2003) was 
brought to the average level of the rich countries 
(26% in 2003), their governments’ income would 
increase by approximately USD 140 billion per year.
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A human rights-based response to the financial and  
economic crisis

Aldo Caliari
Center of Concern (COC)

The magnitude of the crisis is shedding an altogether 
new light on the consequences of the traditional ap-
proach to human rights and the regulation of finance. 
Under this paradigm, human rights advocates are 
told that matters of financial regulation are entirely 
technical and to be left to the experts, while human 
rights policy and concerns should either be ad-
dressed independently from financial regulatory is-
sues or simply circumscribed by whatever approach 
financial experts decide to take on such issues.

At the same time, it is not hard to find support 
for the notion that the enjoyment of human rights will 
be significantly affected by the crisis everywhere.

Poverty is expected to increase worldwide by as 
much as 53 million people. Even this figure may be 
optimistic as it is based on the World Bank’s widely 
questioned definition of poverty and is likely to un-
derstate the real number of the poor. The decline in 
nutritional and health status among children who 
suffer from reduced (or lower quality) food con-
sumption can be irreversible, and estimates suggest 
that the food crisis has already increased the number 
of people suffering from malnutrition by 44 million.

Looking at these impacts, and accepting the 
consensus about the sources of the crisis, one has 
to conclude that choices made on financial regula-
tion have tangible consequences for the enjoyment 
of rights.

A response to the financial and economic reces-
sion that places human rights norms at its centre is 

not only necessary as a matter of justice; it will also 
make reforms of the financial and economic system 
more sustainable and resilient to future crises.

Basic human rights principles include social 
participation, transparency, access to information, 
judicial protection and accountability.

The UN, as the guardian of the international 
legal framework, is the most appropriate and most 
legitimate forum to discuss the reforms that are nec-
essary to restructure the international economic and 
financial system on a human rights foundation.

We should expect a gloomy legacy to the ongo-
ing financial crisis, more so than to any other crisis 
that the current generation has seen. But alongside 
this, there is a legacy of important ideas that can no 
longer be dismissed and that should be at the heart of 
the restructuring of the global economic system. n

Thematic reports. Executive summaries

Nancy Baroni
Canadian Feminist Alliance for International Action
Mirjana Dokmanovic, PhD
Association Technology and Society,  
Serbia and Women in Development Europe (WIDE)
Genoveva Tisheva
Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation  
and Bulgarian-European Partnership Association
Emily Sikazwe
Women for Change

Women in the developing world are particularly dis-
advantaged due to the financial crisis. Their weaker 
control over property and resources, over-repre-
sentation in piece-rate or vulnerable employment, 
lower earnings and lower levels of social protection 
make them, and their children, more vulnerable to 
the financial crisis.

Government approaches to addressing the eco-
nomic and financial crisis are not, for the most part, 
based on human rights or equality principles.

The reactions to the economic crisis involve cut-
backs in financing for gender equality mechanisms 
and the implementation of gender equality legisla-
tion, which will jeopardize gender equality gains and 
inevitably reinforce existing gender stereotypes.

At the UN High Level Conference on the Glo-
bal Financial and Economic Crisis and Its Impact 
on Development (24-26 June 2009), the Women’s 
Working Group reminded UN Member States that 
women cannot wait, and that this is the time to act 
on fundamental reform of the global financial ar-
chitecture.1 Despite the unanimous call to action by 
civil society organizations, the conference outcome 
document did not meet expectations.

Civil society organizations, including women’s 
organizations and networks, call for a rights-based 
approach to development. A review of the implemen-

1	 Women’s Working Group on Financing for Development 
(WWG-FfD). “Time to Act: Women Cannot Wait. A call for 
rights based responses to the global financial and economic 
crisis,” June 2009.

tation of this approach by UN agencies shows that it 
can be effective in eradicating poverty, developing 
democracy and human rights, and supporting vul-
nerable groups, particularly women, to participate in 
decision-making.

However, there is a need to improve this ap-
proach in order to address effectively the needs of 
women and to improve gender equality relations. 
There are a number of shortcomings that derive from 
excessive generality, weak implementation mecha-
nisms, and insufficient application of the human 
rights concept.

A gender analysis shows that such an approach 
requires developing good analytical tools for under-
standing the inequalities inherent both in the neolib-
eral market economy and in gender relations. n

Gender Equality and the Financial Crisis
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PRRM/Social Watch Philippines
Isagani R. Serrano

In the 1880s, after we started burning fossil fuels and 
had built today’s industrial society, the concentration 
of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere was 280 
parts per million (ppm). By the 1950s, it had already 
reached 315 ppm. When NASA scientist James 
Hansen first sounded the alarm on climate change in 
the late 1980s, he established 350 ppm as the high-
est affordable level “if humanity wishes to preserve a 
planet similar to that on which civilization developed 
and to which life on Earth is adapted”.

Meanwhile, the signs are mounting that the worst-
case scenario may come earlier than imagined. Extreme 
events such as storms, floods and droughts have dev-
astating impacts on water resources, food security, agri-
culture, ecosystems, biodiversity and human health.

A more even-handed world stands a better 
chance of surviving and adapting to climate change. 
Setting limits to growth (regardless of whether 
feared thresholds may have been crossed), and es-
tablishing equity between and within nations and 
communities, between women and men, present 
and future generations, should make the world more 
resilient.

Although climate change spares no one, rich or 
poor, it has a greater impact on the poor even though 
they have less to answer for.

To avert catastrophe the deal is fair and simple: 
the rich in both rich and poor countries must give up 
much more so that the poor and all of us may live 
sustainable lives.

High-emission countries must commit to dras-
tic, deep and binding cuts on their GHG emissions 
from their 1990 levels and help developing countries 
with “soft” money and clean technology.

Developing countries have a right to develop-
ment, but this right should not be taken as a license 
to pollute the environment.

Sustainable agriculture and fisheries, sustain-
able forestry and watershed management, and eco-
logical waste management are adaptation paths that 
can help cool the planet. Ensuring food security calls 
for a radical change in the way farming is done, a 
view that has long been advocated by farmers’ move-
ments worldwide.

Oddly, the current global recession may turn 
out to be a blessing in disguise. Perhaps the deeper 
it cuts and the longer it lasts, the better it will be for 
all of us. Less growth implies less emissions and 
less stress on the environment. Cleaner production 
and universal reduction in per capita consumption 
means less carbon footprint and – maybe –healthier 
living. n

The global food price crisis

Sophia Murphy
Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy

Starting in 2005 and peaking in July 2008, many agri-
cultural commodity prices on world markets reached 
their highest levels in 30 years.

The poor spend upwards of 50% of their income 
on food, while the poorest spend 80% or more.

Supply shortfalls are a normal part of agriculture. 
Typically, a supply shortfall triggers increased produc-
tion through higher prices as more farmers are drawn 
to plant the crop that is fetching the higher prices.

Water
Irrigated agriculture accounts for almost 70% of world 
water use. Irrigated agriculture produces 40% of glo-
bal food on 20% of the world’s agricultural land.

Stocks
World food stocks have halved since 2002. The world 
is now estimated to have roughly two months re-
serve, which is the minimum cushion recommended 
by the FAO in case of supply disruption.

Production costs
Fertilizer, oil, pesticides and seed prices rose very 
steeply between 2007 and 2008.

Drought
Droughts appear to be more frequent and more 
widespread today than at any time in recent history, 
exacerbated by desertification and deforestation, 
poor urban planning, and the overuse of ground-
water supplies.

Climate change
Climate change is affecting rainfall and tempera-
tures, both vital to agricultural productivity.

Population
Each year, another 78 million people are added to the 
earth’s total population.

Diet
More importantly, what people eat is changing. Each 
year, more people eat like rich Westerners.

Biofuels
Biofuels (also called agrofuels) are liquid fuels made 
from plant matter. Most commercial biofuel today 
is made from sugarcane, corn, canola, palm oil or 
soy oil.

Speculation
Most agricultural commodities are traded on inter-
national exchanges.

Investment
Governments worldwide have liberalized investment 
laws considerably since the advent of structural ad-
justment programmes and the proliferation of re-
gional and bilateral trade agreements.

Trade
Global and regional trade agreements have changed 
the way world prices interact with domestic food 
markets.

The failure to eradicate hunger is the result of 
political choices. We know how to practice more sus-
tainable agriculture. We know how to better regulate 
markets. We know that food security must be built 
from a strong local base. n

Justice to cool the planet
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The global economic crisis and the least developed countries: 
citizen’s concerns

Arjun Karki
LDC Watch

 As defined by the United Nations, there are 49 Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs) in the world, which are 
home to about 750 million people.

The current global economic crisis has not only 
shaken the foundations of the largest economies, 
stock markets and the most influential financial insti-
tutions around the globe, but also has put the already 
fragile small economies of the LDCs into peril, push-
ing millions of poor women, men and children into 
poverty and hardship.

Unprecedented food crises, triggered by soar-
ing food prices and leading to “food riots”, have 
shaken over 30 LDCs, where workers and peasants 
have become unable to afford food items basic for 
survival. Protests over grain prices in Haiti, Cam-
eroon, Senegal, the Ivory Coast, Mozambique, Ethio-

pia, Madagascar, Mauritania and other parts of Africa 
and a hungry children’s march in Yemen are some 
examples.

Because the majority of poor people in LDCs 
spend 70-80 per cent of their income on food, they 
are very hard hit by the sharp increases in domestic 
food prices.

The concerns of LDCs about food, water and 
energy security are deepened by the climate crisis 
that challenges the goals of inclusive and environ-
mentally sustainable economic growth.

Official Development Assistance (ODA) flows 
in the LDCs are also predicted to decline as govern-
ments in developed countries use resources to pro-
vide stimulus to their own economies and continue 
to bail out the financial institutions that have been at 
the centre of the economic crisis.

Remittances to the LDCs from people work-
ing in other countries are also declining, as migrant 
workers lose their jobs due to the economic reces-

sion in the countries that provided employment. IMF 
predicts a drop of between 4% and 8% in 2009.

The above situation, which is pushing millions 
of people in the LDCs towards increased poverty and 
vulnerability, demands immediate and urgent action. 
In order to overcome the global economic crisis and 
create an enabling environment for development 
in the LDCs, it is crucial that the international com-
munity and the LDC governments come together to 
combat the impacts of economic crisis in the LDCs.

This will only be achieved with a fundamental 
transformation of the global financial architecture.

The globalized world we live in demands new glo-
bal approaches. If we are to achieve the goals to which 
we all claim to aspire, we need to make sure that, as we 
work to mitigate the devastating consequences of this 
global economic crisis, we use it as an opportunity to 
bring about real transformation in the global system 
so that everyone on this planet gets better opportuni-
ties to lead meaningful and secure lives. n

Holding transnational corporations accountable for  
human rights obligations: the role of civil society

Jana Silverman
Social Watch
Alvaro Orsatti
Trade Union Confederation of the Americas

Business enterprises, particularly transnational 
companies, are typically private, non-governmental 
entities subject only to national laws in either the 
country where the company has its headquarters or 
in the host countries where the company has invest-
ments.

This interpretation is gradually being revised in 
practice, however.

Today, the obligations of non-state actors such 
as business enterprises to protect and promote hu-
man rights are becoming more explicit in both theory 
and practice.

In addition, a growing number of corporations 
are designing and implementing specific human 
rights policies. More than 240 enterprises have for-

mulated their own guidelines, according to the Busi-
ness and Human Rights Resource Center and more 
than 5200 companies are listed as active members of 
the UN Global Compact, a multi-stakeholder initiative 
that commits businesses to respect universal princi-
pals relating to human rights, labour rights, environ-
mental issues and anti-corruption practices.

The changing relationship between businesses 
and human rights is intimately linked to the rise of 
corporate social responsibility, defined by the Eu-
ropean Commission as a “concept whereby com-
panies integrate social and environmental concerns 
in their business operations and in their interactions 
with stakeholders on a voluntary basis”. Although 
some companies have implemented philanthropic 
programmes to benefit their employees, local com-
munities and society in general since at least the 
1950s, the current notion is different. It promotes the 
incorporation of human, social and environmental 
rights as an integral part of corporate strategies, not 
to comply with any moral or ethical imperative but 

simply as a good business practice that can minimise 
risks and enhance company performance.

The experience of trade unions in the use of cor-
porate social responsibility instruments is based on 
a strategy that was previously defined in the interna-
tional arena by the International Trade Union Confed-
eration (ITUC). This strategy asserts that companies 
have an “internal responsibility” for their workers 
that should be regulated and enforceable. Mecha-
nisms for accomplishing this include the Tripartite 
Declaration of the ILO and the OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises and bilateral global frame-
work agreements (GFAs) negotiated between Global 
Unions and multinational corporations.

Although not all of the mechanisms profiled 
above have been equally effective in protecting and 
promoting the fundamental human and labor rights 
that companies are obligated to uphold, they at 
least begin to address the weaknesses inherent in 
the unilateral, voluntary model of corporate social 
responsibility. n
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Mirjam van Reisen
Europe External Policy Advisors (EEPA) 
Simon Stocker, Louisa Vogiazides
Eurostep

Europe’s leaders readily recognize that there have 
been failures in the global financial system. It ap-
pears, however, that the measures they envisage 
to address these failures fall far short of a radical 
transformation of the system.

The EU position certainly includes a commitment 
to strengthening financial supervision and regulation, 
with various levels of support going towards improved 
monitoring of credit rating agencies, the establish-
ment of regulatory standards to end tax heavens and 
banking secrecy, the need for new accounting norms 
for placing bonuses under guardianship.

In recent years, increasing financial deregula-
tion and privatization has put the European Social 

Model under threat. In this new paradigm the welfare 
of citizens is increasingly provided by the market 
rather than the State, resulting in a progressive re-
treat of the state from several social and economic 
spheres.

The economic recession resulting from the cri-
sis further threatens Europe’s approach to social 
welfare.

What is Europe’s response? From the outset of 
the crisis the European Commission and its Member 
States have taken a variety of measures to coun-
ter the effects of the economic downturn, largely 
through recovery plans and rescue packages. The 
bulk of these have focused on the financial sector.

The growing unemployment crisis argues that 
more emphasis be given to addressing the social im-
pacts of the crisis. Measures to integrate those who 
are excluded from the labour market, invest in social 
and health services and improve social protection 
systems are needed.

The EU is also claiming leadership in efforts to 
mitigate the social effects of the crisis in developing 
countries. As EC President Barroso argued, “Europe 
has taken the lead in ensuring that the G20 lays foun-
dations for a fair and sustainable recovery for all, 
including developing countries”.

Another impact of the crisis on Europe’s relation 
with developing countries appears to be the accel-
eration of controversial measures such as budget 
support and the conclusion of Economic Partnership 
Agreements (EPAs).

Despite these concerns, the EC argues that in the 
current crisis, EPAs will contribute to promoting eco-
nomic growth and development in partner countries. 
João Aguiar Machado, one of the Commission’s chief 
EPA negotiators, explains that the agreements would 
support development by creating a predictable trade 
environment which, in turn, would spur investment 
and create employment. n

Europe’s response to the global financial  
and economic crisis

Mounting development challenges posed by the world economic 
crisis: policy options in the Arab region 

Kinda Mohamadieh
Arab NGO Network for Development
Oliver Pearce
Christian Aid

The global economic and financial crisis comes at a 
time when countries and citizens have been trying to 
adjust to wildly fluctuating food and fuel prices.

Past economic crises have had disproportion-
ate impacts on the poor, and this one will be no dif-
ferent in that regard. This means further stress on 
communities that have already been suffering due to 
climate change and fluctuations in food and energy 
prices.

The Arab region witnessed a noticeable reduc-
tion in poverty levels from the 1980s to the early 
1990s. During the mid 1990s, however, the propor-
tion of people living in poverty – at the most basic 
USD 1 and USD 2 per day benchmarks – rose and 

essentially remained stagnant into the 21st century, 
with only a very gradual decline.

Moreover, if the poverty threshold is raised a 
little – for example from USD 1 to USD 2 a day or 
from USD 2 to USD 3 or 4 a day – the numbers rise 
substantially.

Measurements related to higher poverty lines 
do matter, particularly at a time when families across 
the region have recently had to absorb much higher 
costs for basic goods, including both food and fuel, 
which account for a large proportion of their expen-
ditures. UN sources note that, as a result of the food 
crisis, around 31 million people in the Arab region are 
hungry (about 10 % of the total population).

The high degree of inequalities between coun-
tries, as well as sustained inequalities within many 
countries, is another notable feature of the region 
that has to be taken into consideration.

One of the reasons for the persistent proportion 
of people living in poverty in the region is chronic 

unemployment. In fact, even during those years in 
which economies were growing and individual in-
comes also seemed to be on the rise, unemployment 
was high and increasing.

The crisis has exposed the fluctuating nature 
of aid and remittances as well as the limited returns 
from trade liberalization. These policy options cannot 
be considered factors of a stable nature on which 
long-term sustained growth policy is built.

As regional and bilateral trade agreements pro-
liferate, trade policy tariffs have been significantly 
reduced in almost all the region’s countries, with 
most non-tariff barriers eliminated or significantly 
reduced.

It is evident that Arab governments need to pri-
oritize long-term structural changes while address-
ing short-term needs in light of the crisis. n
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From its number 0, published in 1996, to this 
present issue, the 14th, the Social Watch Report 
has brought to light more than 600 reports from 
civil society organizations, all of them sharing the 
aim of reminding governments of their commit-
ments and tracking their implementation, both 
country by country and at the international level.

The present issue, featuring contributions 
from 61 national Social Watch coalitions, sustains 
the flame that brought the network into existence in 
1995: the need to generate tools and strategies to 
rectify the lack of accountability mechanisms and 
ensure compliance with international commitments 
related to social policies and development goals.

In the decade Social Watch was created, a 
series of high-level United Nations conferences, 
starting with the ‘Children’s Summit’ in 1990 and 
ending with the Millennium Summit in 2000, rede-
fined the global social agenda. In 1995, the Social 
Summit (Copenhagen) and the Women’s Confer-
ence (Beijing) defined, for the first time, the eradi-
cation of poverty and gender equality as common 
universal objectives, setting concrete targets and 
timelines to achieve the goal vaguely formulated in 
1946 in the UN Charter as “dignity for all”. To pro-
mote the political will needed for those promises 
to become a reality, the Social Watch network was 
created as a “meeting place for non-governmental 
organizations concerned with social development 
and gender discrimination” (Social Watch No. 0, 
1996), by a group of civil society organizations.

Thus, the Social Watch Report was formulat-
ed as a powerful tool for the presentation of inter-
nationally available statistical information and for 
reporting on qualitative aspects of the issues ad-
dressed through analyses by social organizations 
working at a national level. A yearly publication, 
the Report is devoted to progress and setbacks in 
the struggle against poverty and for gender equal-
ity, two largely overlapping objectives, since the 
absolute majority of the persons living in poverty 
are women.

The Social Watch yearly reports, while add-
ing an international dimension to local efforts and 
campaigns, became the first sustained monitoring 
initiative on social development and gender equity 
at a national level, and the first to combine both in 
one international overview.

The report Nº0, published in 1996, featured 
contributions from 13 organizations; since then, 
the network has been steadily rising. Currently, 
Social Watch has members (“watchers”) in over 

60 countries around the world, and membership 
grows each year.

A flexible network
As the “meeting place” has grown, several aspects 
of it have evolved, but the founding ideas and ob-
jectives remain. In preparing for their participation 
in the Copenhagen Social Summit, civil society 
organizations adopted flexible and ad hoc ways 
of organizing as a network. No formal governing 
structure or steering committee was created and 
no stable coordinating group was established. 
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) pre-
ferred to inform each other and coordinate ac-
tivities in horizontal open spaces, an approach 
that some analysts regard as a forerunner of the 
organizational format later adopted by the World 
Social Forum. Many of the NGOs that took part in 
the Social Summit later formed the backbone of 
Social Watch. As a result, the structure and func-
tioning of the network preserves much of original 
flexibility and openness.

In addition to national coalitions, the network 
is structured around three bodies: the General 
Assembly, the Coordinating Committee and the 
International Secretariat. In recent years, some 
regional and sub-regional coordination structures 
were established as a space for articulation–not as 
a necessary intermediate body to link the national 
with the global.

The Social Watch network is not an incor-
porated entity and it did not start by drafting its 
governing bylaws. Instead, a short Memorandum 
of Understanding between national groups and 
the network became the basic framework estab-
lishing mutual expectations, respecting both the 
autonomy of national coalitions and democratic 
horizontal decision-making. A key principle that 
distinguishes Social Watch from other interna-
tional civil society networks is that no central body 
provides funds for its members. These operational 
principles help avoid the tensions associated with 
donor/recipient relationships within the network – 
since there aren’t any – and also the loss of energy 

Social Watch: promoting accountability

Social Watch, a network that today has members in over 60 countries around the world, was created in 1995 as a “meeting place 
for non-governmental organizations concerned with social development and gender discrimination, ” responding to the need to 
promote the political will required for making the United Nations promises come true. Since then, this network, which is continually 
growing both qualitatively and quantitatively, has published 14 yearly reports on progress and setbacks in the struggle against 
poverty and for gender equality, which have been used as tools for advocacy on a local, regional, and international level. 

Memorandum of Understanding between 
national groups and the Social Watch network

Coalitio1.	 ns must be based in the country and be active in social development issues in that 
country (not exclusively as academics or consultants).

Their basic commitment to the international network is to provide a national report, with their 2.	
own conclusions and determination of priorities, to be included in the annual publication. 

They are expected to use their national report and the global report in lobbying activities at 3.	
a national level. 

They must be open to the incorporation of other organizations, work actively to broaden 4.	
awareness of Social Watch and encourage the participation of other organizations. 

They are responsible for raising funds for their activities. National coalitions are not dependent 5.	
for funds on, or financially accountable to, the Secretariat or any other international Social 
Watch entity.

Each coalition determines its own organizational structure. 6.	

Social Watch membership and the exercise of governmental functions are absolutely in-7.	
compatible. 

Cooperation with other national platforms should be encouraged at sub-regional, regional 8.	
and global levels.

The Memorandum of Understanding was adopted during the 1st General Assembly, Rome, 2000. Available from:  
<www.socialwatch.org/en/acercaDe/asambleaRoma.htm>.
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that could result from lengthy discussions about 
money, budgeting and reporting, as well as pro-
cedural matters. It has also resulted in members’ 
strong sense of tenure over the network.

National coalitions organize the way they 
want – or can – according to the conditions in each 
country. The membership of Social Watch coali-
tions is very diverse, including research institutes 
or centres, NGOs, grassroots organizations, trade 
unions, women’s groups, rural organizations and 
others. Since the international Social Watch report 
can only devote a couple of pages to each country 
and is only available in English and Spanish, the 
local coalitions publish more extensive national re-
ports in national languages in Benin, Brazil, Czech 
Republic, Germany, India, Italy, Poland, the Philip-
pines, and the Arab region.

General Assembly
The General Assembly is the Social Watch net-
work’s highest directive body. Policy discussion 
and medium- to long-term strategic planning hap-
pens in its realm, which serves as a decision-mak-
ing forum. However, it is also a space for reinforc-
ing the sense of belonging and strengthening the 
network’s identity and unity. It takes place every 
three years and up to now has been held three 
times: in Rome 2000, Beirut 2003 and Sofia 2006.1 
This year, the General Assembly will meet for the 
fourth time in Accra, Ghana in October. In addition 
to setting medium- and long-term priorities and 
identifying potential alliances in advocacy strategy, 
the Assembly elects members of the Coordinating 
Committee to whom coordination and political 
leadership between assemblies are delegated.

1	 Final reports, working papers and other materials from these 
three Assemblies available from: <www.socialwatch.org>

Coordinating Committee
The Coordinating Committee (CC) is the key politi-
cal body for the ‘daily’ work of the network, with an 
organizational structure which requires fluid com-
munications, facilitated principally through an email 
list, plus biannual face-to-face meetings and regular 
telephone conferences to discuss specific issues.

As the CC’s task is to “ensure the political vis-
ibility and participation of the network in relevant 
spaces and processes,”2 its composition endeavours 
to represent a geographical and gender balance, as 
well as considering the contribution, in terms of ex-
perience and capabilities, that members can provide 
to the whole network. In general, the CC’s decisions 
are adopted by consensus, and every single decision 
(and discussion) is communicated to the watchers 
in a timely manner. The constant participation of 
two Secretariat members as ad hoc members of the 
CC ensures coordination between the two bodies, 
the function of the Secretariat being to support and 
implement the strategic decisions made.

International Secretariat
The Secretariat is the main executive body of Social 
Watch. The first external evaluation of the network 
(1995-2000) noted that, “Of the various roles in 
the Social Watch network, that of the Secretariat 
has changed the most” (Hessini and Nayar, 2000). 
Originally the Secretariat’s function was limited to 
responsibility for the production of the Report, but 
due to the network’s growth it has subsequently 
incorporated a series of new functions, including 
research, capacity building, campaigning, pro-
motion of the network and its representation in 
international forums.

2	 The document describing the nature and mandate of the 
Coordinating Committee was agreed at the 2nd General 
Assembly, Beirut 2003. Available from: <www.socialwatch.
org/en/acercaDe/beirut/documentos/SW_PrinciplesCC.doc>

The local, the global and the Report
Every year Social Watch chooses to analyze a dif-
ferent subject in depth through its Report, usu-
ally focusing on topics under discussion on the 
international agenda that can be addressed from 
a local perspective. Experts from diverse origins 
and disciplines contribute alternative views on the 
issues through thematic articles. This international 
perspective is complemented with national and 
regional reports through which member organiza-
tions contribute a local perspective, reporting on 
the state of affairs in their countries in relation to 
each year’s specific theme.

In addition, Social Watch produces indexes 
and tables with comparable international infor-
mation, presenting a macro-perspective of the 
situation related to certain dimensions of develop-
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ment while also providing national level readings. 
Social Watch has developed alternative indicators 
to measure progress or setbacks in gender equity 
and the meeting of basic human capacities, which 
are now used as reference points for both civil 
society and international institutions.

Although members use the document for ad-
vocacy work in diverse situations, Report launch-
es are key opportunities for dissemination of its 
contents, taking place both in relevant spaces of 
international and national debate and decision-
making. This year, some preliminary findings from 
the 2009 Report were showcased in the publica-
tion Who Pays? The Global Crisis and What Needs 
to Be Done,3 which was presented in June in New 
York at the UN Conference on the Financial and 
Economic Crisis and its Impacts on Development 
and at the “Peoples´ Voices on the Crisis” forum 
which brought together over 100 civil society ac-
tivists from around the world.

Occasional Papers are published, mainly to 
help build the capacity of member coalitions,4 

3	 Social Watch (2009) Who Pays? The Global Crisis and What 
Needs to Be Done, available from:<www.socialwatch.org/en/
avancesyRetrocesos/poster09/index.htm>.

4	 The first Occasional Paper by Mirjam Van Reisen, The Lion’s 
Teeth, examines the political context in which Social Watch 
was created. The second, by Ana María Arteaga, Control 
Ciudadano desde la base, analyzes the democratization of 
international human rights instruments experience in Chile in 
1997. The third, a compilation by Patricia Garcé and Roberto 
Bissio, introduces the experience of monitoring Copenhagen 
goals through the concrete example of Social Watch. Papers 
4 and 5, coordinated by the Social Watch Social Sciences 
Research Team, address poverty and inequality in Latin 
America and the links between poverty and human rights. 
Occasional Papers available from: <www.socialwatch.org/en/
informeImpreso/cuadernosOcasionales.htm>.

regional training workshops have been organ-
ized, and position papers have been produced. 
For example, this year Social Watch drafted rec-
ommendations on issues related to the financial 
architecture and its impacts on development 
for the Commission of Experts of the President 
of the UN General Assembly on Reforms of the 
International Monetary and Financial System. 
In addition, in order to share best practices 
related to the work of national Social Watch groups, 
the publication Learning from Successful Experi-
ences: Summary of the Analysis Four Case Studies  
from the Social Watch National Coalitions was 
produced and disseminated.5 Through its website, 
blog, and presence in social networking platforms, 
Social Watch is also utilizing new multimedia tools 
to disseminate information on gender, develop-
ment and human rights issues, generate discus-
sions among fellow civil society practitioners, and 
conduct outreach to policymakers and journalists. 
Additionally, on several occasions, Social Watch 
spokespersons have addressed the UN General 

5	 Social Watch (2009) Learning from Successful Experiences: 
Summary of the Análisis of Four Case Studies from the 
Social Watch National Coalitions, available from: <www.
socialwatch.org/en/informeImpreso/publicacion09.html>.

Assembly and other intergovernmental bodies on 
behalf of the network or wider civil society con-
stituencies. n
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 9 SENEGAL: The environmental crisis resulting from 

global warming has reduced fishing (...) Fishing is 
an important source of resources for the primary 
sector and one of the main sources of protein for 
the population.

DEVELOPING COUNTRIES: ...  the poor spend upwards 
of 50% of their income on food – the poorest spend 
80% or more. The increase in food prices has 
increased not just poverty, but also hunger.

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA: ... women continue to be 
the first to lose their jobs and are increasingly 
finding themselves engaged in petty informal 
trading of vegetables and tomatoes as a coping 
mechanism.

CLIMATE CHANGE: The Least Developed Countries, 
who contributed the least in pollution, will suffer 
the most. Many small island developing states may 
one day just disappear from the map.

LEAST DEVELOPED COUNTRIES: Unprecedented food 
crises, triggered by soaring food prices and leading 
to “food riots”, have shaken over 30 LDCs, where 
workers and peasants have become unable to afford 
food items basic for survival.

ARAB REGION: ... as a result of the food crisis, around 
31 million people in the region are hungry (about 10% 
of the total population).

BENIN: The price of maize, the most widely consumed 
product, soared 220%.

CAMBODIA: More than 90% of the workers laid off 
were women from rural communities.

CANADA: ... women are over-represented in part-
time and precarious work and are often the first to 
be laid off.

GHANA: Initial damage has included decreasing 
exports and remittances from abroad and galloping 
devaluation.

INDIA: ... there has been drastically reduced growth 
in personal and consumer loans and industrial 
production.

MALAYSIA: ...  the coming recession could be worse 
than that of 1997.

NICARAGUA: ...  more than 400,000 children could die 
from avoidable causes as a result of the crisis.

PERU: ... 200,000 layoffs, as well as a fall in the 
purchasing power of wages and savings.

UNITED STATES: ... many of those fortunate enough 
to own homes have lost all or most of their equity 
or are trapped in mortgages that now far exceed the 
value of their house.

POLAND: ... the growth of the grey – informal – 
economy will affect women more than men, as they 
are more often engaged in low-paid jobs, especially 
in the private service sector.

Social Watch is an international network of citizens’ organizations struggling to eradicate poverty and 
the causes of poverty, to ensure an equitable distribution of wealth and the realization of human rights. 
We are committed to social, economic and gender justice, and we emphasize the right of all people 
not to be poor.

Social Watch holds governments, the UN system and international organizations accountable for the 
fulfilment of national, regional and international commitments to eradicate poverty.
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