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Foreword

The workshop on “Promoting Dec ent Wo rk: The Ro le of Civil Soc iety” was organized by the

Institute as part of the ILO  contributio n to the Ge neva 200 0 Forum , held in June  2000 in

parallel with the Social Summit  plus Five. Its main purpose was to discuss the potential

contribution of civil society organizations in creating opportunities for decent work for women

and men everywhere. In particular, the workshop aimed to explore the potential of dialogue and

new working  alliances for d ecent wo rk betwe en associatio ns of civil society and the traditional

social partners in the world of work - governments, employers’ organizations and trade unions.

The assump tion behind  the work shop wa s two-fold . First, to respon d to the aspiration of

people  to obtain  decent work demanded a collective endeavour by m any actors: by international

organizations, national governments, business and workers , as well as by  all the social ac tors in

civil society. In oth er words , it required all the  agents of ch ange to be  involved in  innovativ e

econom ic and social initiatives, based on shared valu es and ob jectives and  tailored to spe cific

national and local situations. Second , the growth in the numb ers and influ ence of civ il society

associations in recent years was opening up new and mutually rewarding avenues for

collaboration with ILO constituents. Effective and accountable civic associations could well

work together with gov ernme nts and em ployers’ an d worke rs’ organiza tions in prom oting rights

at work, fostering job creation , and enhancing soc ial protection. Their contribution could be

particularly  valuable in such areas as the  informa l sector, gend er, child labou r and the so cially

excluded, where they could be powerful drivers of programmes for decent work in terms of

advocacy; social organization; voice; and the delivery of services. In doing so, they could help

to broa den an d streng then so cial dial ogue, a nd to fur ther dem ocratic  particip ation. 

This discussion paper brings together the presentations made at one of the two panel

discussions organized at the workshop. The panel, titled Lessons from Innovative Partnerships,

looked at examples of working partnerships in three countries at various levels of development

in different regions. In each case, the oc casion for partnership arose  out of specific

circumstances: a serious unemployment crisis in Ireland; a process of decentralization in the

delivery of social services in New Zealand; and a complex and difficult transition to a more

open and dem ocratic socie ty in South Africa. In each case, partnerships also evolved within a

specific  institutional envelope: centrally designed and structured in the case of South Africa

and, to a lesser extent, Ireland; on a more ad hoc and spontaneou s basis in New Z ealand. In

spite of these differences, each case bears witness to the benefits of inclusive arrangements for

dialogue, social policy formulation and action - e.g. greater capability to work out innovative

solutions, less coordination failures, and more cohesive community responses to social

problems. Each example also points to comm on problems: complex consultation processes;

conflicts arising between and within groups; and unresolved issues of representativeness.

The case studies collected in this paper docum ent practica l and creativ e approac hes to

promo te decent work ag enda. They ope n up a new im portant ground for discussion, but do not

attempt any conclusive analysis.  Further in-depth research is needed to fully evaluate the

impact of these new kinds of alliances, and draw policy lessons and suggestions for the ILO and

its cons tituents . 

            Aurelio Pariso tto

                     IILS
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1
Deputy General Secretary, Irish Congress of Trade Unions; Member of the ILO’s Governing Body

1 The case of Ireland

Patricia O’Donovan1

The current phase of national partnership agreements commenced in 1987, at a time when

Ireland was experiencing a very deep economic crisis. Very serious unemployment, high

inflation, very heavy debt - effectively Ireland was seen as a failed economy within the

European Union.  So it was in an environment of crisis that this experiment came into being. At

that time, the people who came together were the traditional social partners; the trade unions,

employers, farmers and Government.  I know that in many countries, farmers would not

generally  fall into the category of a  traditional soc ial partner. Bu t in the Irish co ntext,

agriculture is a very significant part of the economy. This is not so much in terms of the number

of people employed or working  directly in agricu lture, but m ore in term s of its contribu tion to

growth, dome stic product and to the ec onomy itself. And  farmers have trad itionally had a very

strong voice in Irish economic life, and are strongly organized. They don’t  function in the same

way as the other social partners within this framework. They were present in the system which

tried to deal with the economic crisis which we faced in 1987, and they remain within that

system . 

Trade unions, w hich I repre sent, were a  party to this process  from the  very outse t. Trade

unions traditionally saw themselves as also representing the social interest within these

negotiatio ns.  We carried with us, not just a responsibility for economic issues and the living

standards of workers, but also for issues of unemployment and the social wage, issues such as

health and ed ucation . We  also represented the interests of women, people with disabilities, older

people as well as broader issues around economic and social disadvantage.

In 1987, the trade union side  carried with it an agenda o n all of these issues and sought

commitments from employers and from Government as to how they could be addressed.

During that period, unemployment continued to rise reaching 17 per cent in the early 1990s.

This  gave rise to the emergence within Irish society of new groups organizing themselves

around unemp loyme nt and pov erty. These  groups w anted to ha ve their  voices heard  on issues of

pover ty, exclu sion an d unem ploym ent. 

On the trade union side, our initial reaction was to say that we represented these

interests. These issues are at the heart of the role of trade unions. We represent poor people, and

people  who are socially excluded. During that time, many o f those organizations would have

come to us directly to  talk to us and ask us to raise their agenda within the national negotiations.

But, over tim e, these orga nizations m ade it quite  clear that they wanted to speak for themselves.

They believed that they could bring to these discussions their direct experiences, greater

richness and more knowledge.

National Economic and Social Forum

In response to pressure from these groups, the Government decided to establish what it called a

National Econom ic and Soc ial Forum  in 1993 w ith a particula r brief to look  at areas of socia l

policy, exclusion and unemployment.  This wa s the first form al structure, esta blished w ith
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government support and resources, which involved a wider range of social actors, notably civil

society  organizati ons which were categorized as the ‘voluntary and community sector.’ So, for

the first time, government, trade unions and employers were sittin g round a  table, trying to

address these issues together with these other groups. This process was separate and distinct

from the national level partnership negotiations. The establishment of the Forum was a political

respon se to the  pressu res from  these g roups w hich the  trade un ion m ovem ent sup ported .  

Inevitably, one of the key dem ands to emerg e over time from  the Forum wa s that the

comm unity and voluntary sector should be involved in the national social partnership process

itself. So, when negotiations on a further national social partnership agreement to ok place in

1997,  the formal negotiating process involved this ‘new’ social partner for the first time. So

there was a transition phase between the situation which involved the traditional partne rs only

and the move to the formal involvement of this new partner. In the National Economic and

Social Forum the different partners got to know each other and learned to work together on

issues of common concern.  That made it easier for all the partners to accept in 1997 that the

civil soc iety rep resenta tives sh ould be  involv ed in the  negotia tion pro cess at n ational  level. 

Who are the Social Partners?

The national social partnership is not a hierarchical structure.  We all sit round the table on an

equal basis. The G overnm ent is represe nted as em ployer w ith the em ployer rep resentatives but

also chairs and facilitates the negotiations.  Government is there in its capacity as a partner, but

also as a facilator.  M y organiza tion, the Irish C ongress o f Trade U nions, as the s ole national

trade union organiza tion represents worke rs.  The farmers and  the employers  are represented by

their respective n ational orga nizations.  Th e voluntary  and com munity  sector is  represented by a

number of orga nizatio ns repre senting  unem ployed  people , youth, w omen, anti-poverty groups,

“travellers”, older people and peop le with disabilities. There are other smaller organizations, but

these are the main  groups within civil society re presented by this new  partner.

How does it work in practice?

This is a very general description of a process which is fairly complex in practice. All the

partners are involve d on an eq ual basis in th e preparato ry and consultative proce ss leading to

the national agreements and we all contribute and participate equally in the process. In the direct

negotiations where we  bargain on issues, all the p artners are involve d with  economic and social

issues such as health policy, education, investment in infrastructure and agreeing the overall

macro econom ic framework. When it comes to negotiations on pay and other workplace related

issues, these are negotiated bilaterally be tween emp loyers and work er representatives.  These

latter negotiations do not involve the community and volun tary sector or the farmers. The

Government is involved as an employer. So this is an inclusive process and the only areas

which are reserved for traditional style collective b argaining betwee n employe rs and work ers

are issues directly related to the workplace.

What is the process?

I would describe the process as much more than bargaining in the traditional sense. We d on’t

just go and bargain with each other, with Government or with employers.   It’s more than that. It

has been described as a search for a wider consensus addressing the different trade-offs between

and within  interest groups.  This is one of the  most com plex aspec ts of this new  arrangem ent.

Particularly  within the community and voluntary sector which is much more d iverse than the

other groups, the y have to d o their ow n trade-offs b etween th emselv es so that they can come to

the table and act as a cohesive group.  In the trade union movement, we make trade-offs all the

time between different gro ups and categories o f workers.  It is part of our job as negotiators to

constantly  renegotiate the priorities of different groups and individuals. The community and

voluntary sector seems to find this a more difficult task as many of these organizations are what

could be described as ‘single-issue ’ or one-dimensional organizations.  They do not always see
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2 O’Donnell Rory A Framework for Partnership - Enriching Strategic Consensus through Participation', National Economic and Social

Forum, Report No.16, December, 1997.

the opportun ity or need fo r trading w ithin their ow n group. T he other po int about th e process is

that it is not necessary to have a consensus before you go into it. The consensus comes out of

the process itself which adopts a problem -solving ap proach. E very grou p come s to the table

with its own agenda and priorities, contributes to finding solutions and the consensus arises

there. Some times, th e different g roups are s o far apart at th e start of the pr ocess that th ere is

very little engagement and the process itself has to be used to build the consensus. Professor

Rory O’Donnell2, who has written extensively about the Irish experiment, describes the

approach as follows:

“They all have to explain, give reasons and take responsibility for their decisions and strategies

to each  other, to  their m emb ers and  to the ge neral pu blic.”

There is a much more discursive approach to these discussions as a result of the inclusion of the

civil society org anisations. T rade union s cannot co me alon g in the traditio nal trade un ion style

and say this is what we want, and if we don’t get it,  we have other ways of getting it! We have

to spend more  time and effort explaining and understanding the issues and building a consensus

throug h that pr ocess w ith the o ther par tners. 

Underlying Principles

One underlying principle which governs this process is the a cceptance of interdependence

between all the different groups. T his is som etimes diff icult for the trad e union m ovem ent to

acknowledge vis-à-vis emp loyers. W e clearly dep end on the ir support an d co-ope ration to

improve the conditio ns and pa y of work ers.  Also, the tra de union m ovem ent often fee ls that it

does not depend on the community and voluntary sector for anything.  But we now understand

and accept that we depend on it to build a broad consensus in society and to gain support for our

policies and strategies.

Another principle which underlies the process is greater res pect.  This has to evolve and

come through the process itself as we learn to respect the different perspectives we bring to the

table.  

The final underlying principle is higher leve ls of trust.  The question of trust is of course

linked to the question of respect. It takes time to build trust and it’s a bsolutely c ritical to

creating a willingness to share power and influence.

Sharing power and influence is a real challenge for the trade union movement in the

context of broadening involvement to include the civil society organisations in this type of

national partnership.  There can be a feeling that by including others, our own power and

influence is diluted. Our experience in Ireland has been the opposite – broadening involvement

has stre ngthen ed trade  union p ower a nd influ ence. 

I will conclude by summarising with what I consider to be the m ain benefits of th is

appro ach an d refer to  some  of the ch allenge s. 

Benefits of the Approach

1. This approach to ‘managing our affairs’ has enabled us to build a common

understanding of the joint-problems. There is a genuine sense of this even if we do not

always find agreement on the solutions.

2. It widens and deepens the consensus within society and enables a much more cohesive

respon se to the  challen ges. 
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3. The capacity for innovation is enhanced. This process enables new ideas to emerge.

One of the real contributions from the civil society organisations is their practical and

creativ e expe rience w hich co ntribute s to findi ng new  solution s to old p roblem s. 

4. This greater sharing of experience and best practice has produced a new model of action

which  is signifi cant in th e conte xt of brin ging ec onom ic and s ocial ob jectives  togethe r. 

5. While  there are real issues around the whole question of participative democracy and

how it sits alongside representative democracy in our societies, the broadening of the

partnership  process to in clude the civil society organisations has contributed

enormously to creating an environment of wider and deeper participation.

Challenges 

As the process evolves, it becomes more complex. Very different groups with very different

objectives and experiences have to try to come together. To make it happen requires a major

commitment of time and resources by all the parties.  It cannot be  created ov ernight and  it

canno t be carr ied by o ne or so me of  the part ners. 

The question of the “representativeness” of the various groups involved in the

comm unity and voluntary sector organisations is frequently  raised. Trad e unions fe el quite

strongly  about this because we have very clear representative structures from the shop floor

where workers elect their shop stewards right through the system to an elected regional, national

and international leadership. Trade  union representatives often ask these questions: Who do

they represent? Who are they reporting back to? Where do they get their mandate from ?  It

would be easy to b rush this issu e to one side  and say tha t it is not a proble m.  But it  is an

important question a nd civil socie ty organisa tions whic h see them selves as rep resenta tive

organisations need to look at it.  To be representative does not necessarily require a structure

like a trade union election structure, true, but there has to be some transparency and

accountability for policy and decision-making in these organisations.

I have already m entioned the one-dim ensional focus of m any (not all) civil society

organisations.  Many of them are concerned with one issue only or the interests of one group

only. This means that when the trade union movement compromises because of its broader

agenda, they cast us as traitors to the cause bec ause we d id not agree  to comm it all the necessary

resources to the issue or group of co ncern to them.  Th ere is always te nsion within the

negoti ating pr ocess b ecause  of that. 

My final point relates to a concern which trade unions generally have in response to the

involvement of civil society organisations in this type of proc ess. Mos t of the civil soc iety

organisations do not have a workplace orientation and are not very interested in traditional

workplace issues which are the core business of trade unions. Similarly, many of them do not

share the broader ‘political’ agenda of the trade union  movem ent.  Trade u nions hav e to try to

deal with this an d try to relate to  organisatio ns that do no t necessarily  share the workplace and

‘political’  commitm ent of the trade union movement. This means accepting that on som e issues,

the civil society organisations will not share our priorities. It does not mean that they should not

be parti cipants  and co ntributo rs to suc h a proc ess.  
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Company Director Former Chief Executive New Zealand Employer’s Federation and Member of the ILO’s Governing Body

2 The case of New Zealand

Steve M arshall 1

Before looking at s ome sp ecific partnerships that I’ve had the privilege of being involved in, we

should have a look at the background and context of the question of civil society within the ILO

and ma ybe the na tional conte xt.

The most visible and, I have to say the most regula rly heard sectors of civil society, are

the groups known as Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) . As Ms. O’Donovan has

mentioned, there are some trad itional concerns in respect of NGO structures, particularly that

they tend to be single-issue lobby bodies. But the reality is that they are many and varied, from

those that are very professional, extremely well- funded, with very broad constituency

organizations, right the way through the spectrum to basically amateur organizations, with a

very narrowly targeted mandate and a very small constituency.

The shape or the size or the wealth of an organization, in my view, should not be the

criteria for any measurement of value of that organization in terms of its role in society or the

community. In fact, som etimes it is q uite the contr ary to wh at you m ight think, and the small

organizations can add so me real v alue to the so cial debate. H oweve r one does , I think, have to

consider such issues as  the man date of the organizations in terms of representativity, a point

that was ra ised by  Ms. O ’Don ovan, before they can be given real credibility. It’s a question of

proportional representation and the structure of debate within a society.  I don’t know whether

others have experienced this, maybe it’s because we are a small country with 16 million sheep

and 3 million people, but, in New Zealand the situation is that if you have a group made up of

two men an d a sheep d og that do s ometh ing extrem e they get co mpletely  dispropor tionate

media  attention.  And we have to be extremely cautious about the nature of recognition within

our soc iety.  I’m  not talk ing as a n emp loyer, I’m  talking  about s ociety a s a who le. 

The wo rld econom y has two  elemen ts, with its parallel emphasis on competition and on

demo cratic growth. This has required governments to be far more inclusive in the way they

govern society, and it has also required them to decentralize their programme delivery, passing

more and more resp onsibility back to the broade r comm unity. This has led, I believe, to a

considerable increase in the num ber of  NG Os in our o wn socie ty and in oth er societies, an d it

also has given  those orga nizations m uch greate r influence.  I su ggest that this  has not really

been re cogniz ed. 

This background w ould suggest to m e that there are two different type s of NGO.  I’m

not talking about siz e or shape, I’m talking about approaches.  One relates to policy, the

political direction of the country. They are basically lobby groups in respect of policy, on a

national or an international base. The other group of NGOs are the practical organizations which

want to form partnerships with other elements of society for the delivery of services.  In some

instances, the same NGO would carry out both activities. But in the main, we see quite a clear

division between  those that a re interested in and driven by policy and those  that are interested

in delivering s ervices to so ciety.  Thos e that are carry ing out a  dual function tend to be the

minority. In fact, I find it far m ore difficult to  deal with  NGO s that are handling both activities,

because one area will tend to bias their view in respect of the other.  There is an interplay

between policy and delivery, which can skew or bias the outcome.

But from an ILO perspective, I would suggest that both groups are critically im portant.

Because the ILO is not only deeply involved in policy but is also deeply involved in service

delivery throughout the world.

I believe that the ILO has been ahead of its time, because of its tripartite constituency.

The partners w ithin the tripartite  structure are , although they’ll hate to admit it, NGOs.

Tripartism  is a very im portant elem ent in the stren gth of the ILO  and it extends the organization
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in terms of its ability to operate, both internationally and a t national level. It’s very valuable, but

I am conscious that some people see the prospect of including other groups as a threat; they fear

that the r elation ship tha t curren tly exists  may b e unde rmine d.  

Given the constitutional nature of the relationship within the ILO, I would suggest that

involvement is not on ly nece ssary b ut also th at it can be managed quite ea sily.  Obviou sly it

would be important to reaffirm the existing tripartite relationship because this organization is

about workplace relationships and that is the ap propriate trip artite group ing. How ever, I wou ld

suggest that it’s equally important for the ILO at international level, and governments at

national level to recog nize the ex istence of the  other orga nizations an d to view th eir

contribution as an additional resource. I think the ILO must in fact develop a broader policy on

NGO  involv emen t. 

While  decision-making responsibility should remain in the ILO context, I believe that

mechanisms have to be  develope d or whe re they curre ntly exist, further refined to ensure that

the full benefit is gained from involving others, both in respect of their intellectual capacity,

which  is great in  my v iew, an d also in  terms  of their p ractical  comp etence . 

Let’s look at a few practical partn erships that I’ve been involved in. It’s interesting that

the Irish experie nce appe ars to be on  a more n ational type  of structured  base wh ereas again

maybe because of the nature of our society, our partnerships tend to be more on an ad hoc

regional basis. But I’ll give you some indications.

The first concerns environmental policy.

Our Ministry for the Environment understood very early that environmental policy is by

nature divisive. People take extremely strong positions on environmental policy and there are a

host of philosophical vie ws and d ifferent levels  of vested in terest within  society that m ake it

very difficult to manage. There is no question that environmental policy impacts on almost

every other element of policy in society, including employment policy. So, the New Zealand

Ministry  for the Environment recognized these issues and even though they knew it was very

unlikely that they w ould actua lly negotiate  any agree ments o r consensu s views, the y set up a

consultative body.  This  body bro ught togeth er represen tatives from  many g roups, both

governmental and non-governmental, including the employers’ organizations and the union

movement, but extending right out to encompass the various environmental and conservation

lobby groups, the chief executives of major companies involved with  environm ental produ cts

and energy users. All these gro ups were  invited to take part through their representative

structu res. 

This consultative body is an ongoing group which meets when the need arises. If the

Ministry is producing a policy paper for consideration by the Go vernm ent, it drafts a do cumen t,

looks at the policy issue, raises the options th at could be addressed, and calls the consultative

group members together.  They study the paper and discuss the issues, which may be of

domestic concern or which may have an international dimension. The objective, as I said, is not

to reach a negotiated agreement, although obviously  if a consensus arises it makes the process a

lot easier. The aim  is essentially to  ensure tha t everyone  is: a) aware o f the issue, and  b) able to

make decisions which are inform ed by the views of a ll the interested elements in so ciety. It

work s. 

It does not undermine the Government’s authority to make policy or reach decisions,

nor is it allowed to undermine the rights of any of the groups concerned to continue their own

separate  policy lobby activities or make submissions to Government in terms of the legislative

process. It is purely a consultative process and it covers  a whole range of areas, such as global

warming and the question of permitted levels of emissions. A very simple example occurred in

the fishing sector, where environmental groups raised the  problem of seals being caught by the

fishing fleet in a particular area. Under our traditional way of working, there would have been

huge publicity about the plight of the seal, there would have been a correspon ding, very emotive

response from the fishing industry, it would have become a major public spat and probably

would  have d one a lo t of dam age. Th e result w as, in this very simple situation, that the parties

sat down in the environmen tal consultative group, discussed  the problem, and  realized that for a

very small investment they could keep the fishing activities without changing any management

practices if they caught the seals and relocated them in another part of the country. For a very
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small  investm ent, this was d one, a ll the parties were very happy, there was no public argument

and no need for any d isruption to the econom y or society. A very sim ple example, bu t it’s

simply a matter of communication.

A second initiative on the policy front relates to education and training.

The employers’ organization saw that education and training w ere an absolutely critical

part of social development and in our country, and I am s ure in m any others , there are literally

hundreds of organizations involved in the provision of training.  A whole range of people and

users are obviou sly interested  in policy de velopm ent including Governm ent, busines s, private

provid ers and  unions . 

With  somew hat similar intentions as the Ministry for the Environment, in my first

example, the employers’ organization established a Forum on Education and  Training.  A gain

this has represe ntatives from  right across th e spectrum  and it me ets as require d; again it is  not a

negotiating body bu t it is extremely valuable in making sure that people understand the different

views, the problems within the sector and the possible solutions. And it has led to change s in

policy and delivery because of the input of practitioners who know what’s going on in the field,

rather than bureaucrats in employer organizations, unions or Government, who might have lost

touch w ith som e of the th ings tha t are goi ng on in  society . 

Some practical delivery issues 

I have the pleasure of b eing the Chairm an of the Prince of W ales Trust. T his organiz ation is

concerned with the po sition of long -term un employ ed youth a nd is supp orting them  in their

preparation for employment. This is not only for their own good, but also for the good of

society. It is a purely voluntary activity.  The ac tivities of this trust are funded 50/50 by the

public  sector and  the private se ctor. The tru st itself is mad e up of repr esenta tives from priv ate

business, local go vernm ent, indi genou s peop le - the M aori peo ple, and respected ind ividuals

from the broader community. At regional level the organization is overseen by Advisory Boards

made up of the local mayor, for example, local business people, a union representative, the

president of the local service organization, the Rotary Club or something of that nature, an elder

from the Maori community or the Pacific Island community.

Each programme receives a group of young people, normally 11 young people, who

come into the prog ramm e with us fo r 10 week s.  The youn g people  sign a contract to say that

they will carry out the procedures within the programme and we sign a contract that says if they

do this we guarantee that they will be in work at the end of that 10 week programme. A two-

way c ontrac t. 

For every 11 young people that we get on to the programme, the army p rovides us  with

an NCO (non-commissioned officer) as the young peoples’ team  leader.  This is  part of their

NCO training.  The NCOs do not give them any skills; they just support them as they go

through the programme. One of the private-sector companies provides a 13-seater minibus for

each of the groups, they receive the necessary work clothing from different companies, and they

receive a whole range of developmental inputs, from  compa ny organ izations, com munity

groups, and private individuals. When they are placed in a job the young people each have a

mentor provided through one of the local clubs such as the Lions Club or the Rotary Club, so

that they  are not le ft to try to  cope a lone. 

Now these young people are selected on the basis that they really do need assistance.

We are not talking about people who can move into employment themselves, they have

invariably been unemployed for at least 12 months and most have never worked. A fair

proportion of them are unable to read or write properly, and many c ome to u s with pretty

unsavoury histories, in terms of their background. For each activity group throughout the

country we emplo y one coordinator.  All the other activ ities are prov ided throu gh com munity

groups. So we only have one perso n in each lo cation arou nd the cou ntry. And  currently 8 0 to 85

per cent of the young people that start with the programme finish in full-time employment and

80 to 85 per ce nt of those young people continue to be in employment beyond six months after

conclu ding th e progr amm e. Wh ich for p eople in  that situa tion is a p retty go od resu lt. 
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The strength of the programme, I believe, is the cooperative involvement of the

comm unity – both private and public coopera tion on a vo luntary bas is. I am con vinced tha t if

this was a form al public sec tor initiative you would no t get the sam e results. It is bec ause it is

comm unity owned  and a partn ership betw een com munity  and the pu blic sector tha t it works in

my v iew. 

A natural follow -on to that ha s recently  been initiated. We found that although many

groups are involved in youth emplo ymen t issues very fe w ever talk  to each oth er. So a sm all

operation has been put together which simply invites all these groups, both in the public sector

and the private sector, to sit down and add value. So, instead of competing for work in the

voluntary and com munity  sector, we “ case ma nage” all th e young people who come in and

ensure  that they  are dire cted into  the bes t suppo rt structu res to m eet their  particu lar need s. 

The las t exam ple that I  would  like to re fer to, is th e Partn ers Ne w Zea land T rust. 

This trust has been established on a very similar basis, being representative of the

broader community. The interest is in forming partnerships between business and schools on the

basis of a con tractua l arrang emen t. Obvio usly it  needs to start with very small beginnings, as

you build up trust and they are initially limited to relatively simple cooperative activities. For

examp le a company will provide work experience for two or three special  needs children from a

school to give them some understanding or experience to follow through after  leaving sch ool.

And in return for that service the school will provide a young person to help with IT training in

the compa ny. It’s a two -way de al. Once the  relationship h as been tes ted and trust develo ped, it

starts to build and we now have businesses supporting schools in a whole range of curriculum

and administrative fields. For example, a business may be providing the whole of the

accounting and ma nagem ent systems support for a local school. And in return the school may

be providing En glish - as-a-second - language tuition in the company concerned. This develops

into a very positive partnership between the organizations. And the only limitations in my view

to this so rt of part nership s are im aginati on and  some  practic al realitie s. 

Now, these are only a few ex amp les, I don ’t believ e they a re drea dfully in novati ve, I

think they are pretty much common sense, but it is amazing how common se nse never appea rs

to be applied  to this sort of ac tivity. I sugges t that as we se e develo pments in the global

economy and the pressure to compete intensifies further there will be even greater pressure on

us to develop  more of these types of partnership. They will become much m ore importa nt,

internationally and domestically.
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National Convenor, Community Constituency, National Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) South Africa

3 The Case of South Africa

Khulu Mbongo 1

I appre ciate thi s oppo rtunity to  share m y view s and ex perien ce of civ il society  particip ation. 

First, let me briefly explain the role of civil society partnership in the struggle for

democracy in South  Africa .  I would also like to show how this innovative partnership has been

sustained in  the post-A partheid  era.  Secondly, I will focus on the institutions of social dialogue

that are at the heart of innovative partnerships.  I will describe our experience so far, which has

made South Africa a political miracle of the twentieth century with its success in creating a new

model of society.

Thirdly, I would like to revisit the processes and milestone events that made innovative

partnerships a reality, and present them as lessons for the world. We should also discuss why

this innovative partnership is so critical to sustainable development, given a rise in the influence

of civil society in  the internati onal are na. Lastly, we should reflect on the challenges and the

future of social dialo gue in reso lving ques tions of socio -econom ic justice in  the world, noting

the protests which have taken place at international gatherings recently, especially at the WTO

and IMF/W orld Bank sessions in the United States.

Social dialogue a nd partner ship with  civil society, was a pillar of the liberatio n struggle

in South Africa.  It was instructive fo r us to see the im portance o f non-gov ernme ntal actors in

formulating and in shaping their own future.  Trade unions joined forces with civil society, and

this partnership set a clear agenda for democracy in the country.

Wom en’s groups, civic organizations, student programmes and youth movements

forged strategic links , both inform al and form al, with trade unions, as a m ass dem ocratic

movement  which was a powerful force for change in South Africa. At the heart of this

partnership were campaigns and instruments to render the Apartheid machinery ineffective,

Socio-economic conditions in the country creating such that the regime was forced to negotiate.

The interaction between all these social partners was carried through to th e post-

Aparthe id era with the g overnm ent as the ne w partner o r protagon ist, so that civil soc iety

remains an important element in the social dialogue.  The National Economic and Development

Labour Coun cil (NE DLA C) wa s born o ut of this  struggl e and e xperie nce. NEDLAC is

strengthening the social dialogue, and proving to be a vibrant institution in the area of policy

formulation.

In the past five y ears NE DLA C has neg otiated substantial agreements, many of which

have been enacted by Parliament. Key policy issues are developing a new labour market system,

negotiating an appropriate competitive regime, providing basic infrastructure and delivering

basic servic es to our communities.  There is a clear public policy directive around the provision

of water and electricity, primary health care, housing and, education for the poorest of the poor

in society.

Institution of social dialogue

The experience of the 1980s has meant that partnership with civil society is critical in achieving

the goals of economic growth and social equity. In turn, this positive experience has increased

the need for social dialogue.

NEDLAC has generally been successful in creating a broad-based social partnership.

There are certainly shortcomings in the proc ess, given the  differing de grees of ca pacity to

engage on key issues of social and economic development over the last six years, since the

dawn of democracy.  Local structures support partnerships in the delivery and implementation

of capital as well as the develop ment of infrastructure through the community development
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fora.

In South Africa, we have had innovative partnership s in various f orms, w here civil

society  and non-governmental organizations have participated in determining the agenda for

transformation, the content a nd strategy of policy imperatives and the process of

implementation. The social dialogue goes beyond NEDLAC, to a variety of institutions at

national,  provincial, local and sectoral levels.  What constitutes this civil society in our country?

In terms of NEDLAC the community constituency includes groups organized and

represented by the Wom en’s Natio nal Coalitio n, the South  African N ational Civ ic Organization,

the South  African F ederal Co uncil for D isability and th e South A frican Yo uth Coun cil.

NEDLAC gives a voic e to civil society in a b road-base d social dialo gue as it intera cts

with other co nstituen cies, nam ely, gov ernm ent, workers’ and employers’ organizations. The

sectors represented in the dialogue are extremely diverse and yet they all represent development

goals and community interests.  The primary difficulty is a tendency to focus on sectional

concerns rather than  broad developmental issues.  Building the capacity to engage m ore

qualitatively  will strengthen our democracy.  There is a danger th at sectional in terests could

work to the detriment of the very agreements reached through social dialogue.

Another problem  is how to en sure a legitim ate man date and how to provide  feedback to

the people we represent, thereby closing the gap between the principal organizations and their

delegates to NEDLAC .  Civil society and our own community constituency are not

homogeneous in characte r. They nee d to unify the ir position on  specific issue s, and use the ir

experti se to make  a mean ingful con tribution to the  social dialog ue and po licy form ulation.

There is an urgen t need to  build capacity in the area of policy dev elopm ent and res earch so as  to

influence the social agenda and improve the quality of the community input.  At the moment

other groups express their views more coherently, and this weakens the constituency we

represent and undermines its autonomy.

This new partn ership in So uth Africa  should  take into account the global dimension of

social and economic policy, because global forces can take far reaching decisions that affect the

poorest of the poor and the voiceless in the global village.  These people are left out of the

process that determines the global agenda.  We need energy and wisdom to cope with the new

reality.

Mileston e events

The notion-w ide proces s of engag ement in the social dialogue and the partnership that emerged

from it have prod uced rem arkable  results that could be a lesson for the international community.

South A fricans are p roud of this a chievem ent.

Two examples stand out as successful models for resolving some of the key social and

economic issues:

National Peac e Accord

In the early 1990s, during a period of extreme violence and the subsequent unbanning of

political organizations in South Africa, the process of negotiation was inaugurated. Extra-

parliamentary  organizations, notably the African National Congress, agreed with the then

government that negotiations could not take place under those circumstances and that it was

necessary to bring the situation under control, so that talks could take place.

In 1993, the A partheid reg ime, extra- parliam entary organizatio ns and co mm unity

associations formed a partnership for peace. The National Peace Accord was signed and the

country experienced relative stability on its way  to demo cracy. This  is a miracle  that still

defines our success story in the transition  to democracy .  South Africa’s  intervention in conflict

situations in other countries is informed by this experience.

The National Peace Accord was not an end in itself but it established a new and

meaningful partnership between community organizations and the security forces.  There was

serious tension about police violence, coupled with a history of brutality on the part of the “law
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enforcem ent” agencies before 1994. Today, there are  innovative partnerships between the police

and comm unity str ucture s, known as “community policing forums”.  These are fighting crime

and building a new image of law enforcement in South Africa in the post-Apartheid era.

Pres ident ial Job s Summ it

The second milestone event was the Presidential Jobs Summit, which took place against

the backdrop of low economic growth and concern about soaring unemployment caused by

fundamental economic restructuring that precipitated massive layoffs.  The government

proposed a jobs summit and the social partners worked very hard to resolve disputes and

conclude agreements, often at breakneck speed.

This  process took approximately ten months.  A full range of issues was discussed by

the jobs sum mit and th e social partners agreed on the measures that should be taken.  The

comm unity constituen cy mad e a significan t contribution to the debate by brin ging to the fore

the social dim ension of economic restructuring and the effects of unemployment on

commun ities.  The comm unity cons tituency ha s made g reat progre ss through  its involvem ent in

these processes  and has en sured that a ttention is paid to issues that might have been ignored by

the rest of the social partners or other constituencies.

The Housing  Agreem ent had a p articularly stro ng imp act on civ il society, given the

magnitude of the problem.  A great many people were living in informal settlements ravaged by

poverty  and dis ease w ith no ac cess to w ater, sanitation, or electricity and no health services or

education. The Housing Agreement was ultimately adopted as a Presidential Lead Project, given

its potential effect on employment by creating jobs in the construction industry in the national

effort to overcome the housing shortage.

The Agreement on Special Groups for women, people with disabilities and you th

provides specific job creation program mes. Th e new job s are in environmental protection, urban

renewal and rural development programm es.

In October 1998, the social partners w ithin NED LAC h eld the Pres idential Job s Summ it

and agreements were concluded in four areas:

• job creation in particular economic sectors;

• the labour market and human resource development for job creation;

• special em ploym ent progra mm es; 

• job creation in integrated provincial projects.

A supervisory structure involving all the social partners was set up to oversee and

monitor implementation of the Presidential Jobs Summ it agreem ents.  The S umm it was a major

achievement in that it s imulated the political energy to advance agreements that were in danger

of disappearing in the minutes of never-ending meetings.

Lessons learned

In the Nati onal Peace Accord, it was critical to win the confidence and trust of the negotiating

partners by mak ing everyb ody feel pa rt of the solutio n.  Contribu ting to the process was better

than “importing” solutions.  It was essential to level the playing field so that all partn ers should

appear equal in the process of resolving deeply entrenched historical and political problems.

Indeed, it was a test of strength of all parties in mapping ou t the future of the country and

achiev ing a pe aceful r esolutio n of So uth Af rica’s situ ation. 

The agreements tha t the social partners commit themselves to need institutional support

to be susta inable in  the long  term.  Q uick so lutions a nd sho rt cuts, however attractive they may

appea r, could  spoil the  entire in itiative. 

Without institutional su pport,  problems are  likely to recur, and agreements will be open

to violation or manipulation.

Policy making can be overwhelmed by the sheer weight of detail emerging from an
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ever-growing cycle of meetings. To prevent this, it is useful to have a programme which focuses

the energy of the partners and accelerates processes that have been slowed by endless meetings.

In my view, it is perfectly possible to improve the efficiency of social dialogue involving m ore

than the traditional tripartite constituencies by concentrating energies around a common

objecti ve and  timeta ble. 

The Presidential Jobs Summit provided further evidence of the importance and value of

NEDL AC’s multipartite structure.  The participation of representatives from civil society

ensures that agreements take cognisance of the needs of this often forgotten constituency.

The examples above clearly demonstrate the opportunities arising out of innovative

partnerships which go beyond the conventional tripartite environment, might not have

happened.  A negotiating table where a very wide range of interests are represented shows how

broad-based social dialogue influences governance.  It also draws attention to dimensions that

might otherwise be overlooked or never considered.

Why is critical innovative partnership?

We have to put a human a face on the process of globalization.  A  balance has to be found

between compe titiveness an d socio-ec onom ic justice in a period of financial turmoil, job losses

and volatile markets.

It is vital for us to  bring not only labou r and capital b ut also the ge neral com munity  into

the equation, in our common endeavour to resolve these often complicated and difficult

questions facing huma nity in general, particularly in developing countries. To tackle poverty,

unem ploym ent, health concerns and housing, com munity participation  and involvem ent is very

crucial.

Innovative partnership s are essentia l to mainta in a dem ocratic state where the various

constituencies do not become passive recipients of what government offers to them.  Instead,

they become partners with formal structures of political governance.

Pooling of resources, planning and coordination of the contribution from the various

partners will ensure better services and  eliminate the duplication  of effort, which  wastes

resources and causes discord in policy making and implementation.

Challenges

Notwithstanding the success achieved  in creating innovative partne rships, there are challenges

facing social policy and social dialogu e, in parti cular giv en the c urrent c ontext  of glob alizatio n. 

To overcome these challenges, we need to take action in the various areas.

We need  to continue the effort  to create formal institutions such as social and econom ic

councils  in more and more countries. Such bodies w ould facilitate  a consens us on the stra tegic

and economic direction of development and influence the impact of globalization in a country.

We should  enhance  the capacity  of the repres entatives of  civil society in  those bod ies to

engage across a w ide range o f issues. W e should als o ensure th at there is  no gap between

delegations and their constituencies. The time constraints faced by the senior representatives of

constituencies or the social partners are  enormous because they have to lead their organizations,

while at the same time representing their members in numerous fora.

Finally  the proces s of globali zation itself continues to put civil society participation at

the heart of policy concerns. There is  clear dissatisfa ction with th e existing glo bal econo mic

order and how it affects the lives o f ordinary people, in particular in developing countries. There

is an international outcry against the negative impact of socio-econom ic policies that are

determined at global level without consulting civil society actors. Protests at the WTO meeting

in Seattle and the IMF/World Bank meeting in Washington clearly demonstrated international

feeling. Now it is the time to give consideration to the role of civil society in the global social

and econ omic ag enda.  The se are the ch allenges I ca ll upon the IL O to look  at.


