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Chapter 10 

Global social governance and world regional social policy 

 

Bob Deacon, Maria Cristina Macovei, Luk Van Langenhove and Nicola Yeates 

 

This book has been: 

 

• An argument as to why a regional approach to ensuring there is a social 

dimension to globalization is important, 

• An exposition of what a regional social policy might ideally look like within 

the several world regions, 

• An empirical review and assessment of the extent to which a social dimension 

to regional integration is emerging in Africa, Latina America, South and East 

Asia and Europe, 

• An analysis of the drivers for and obstacles to the further development of 

regional social policies. 

 

In this final chapter we recapitulate what has been written in the earlier chapters under 

these headings. We then proceed to set out: 

 

• The global governance implications for the United Nations and for other 

global actors and agencies. 

• The gaps in our review in terms of world regional coverage and the research 

and capacity building agenda that now opens up if the work in this book is to 

be built upon. 

 

THE ARGUMENT FOR WORLD REGIONAL SOCIAL POLICY RESTATED 

 

Critics who warned, long before the global economic crisis of the end of 2008, of the 

negative social consequences of neo-liberal globalization had sought to propose 

reforms to globalization that would ensure that these negative social consequences 

were addressed. Alternative global social policies had been argued for that would 

ensure more trans-national redistribution (via global taxes and increased ODA) to 

create greater global equity. Calls were made for more global social regulation (via 

agreed international labour standards) to prevent what was perceived as a race to the 

bottom. A strengthened global social rights regime (with international courts of 

justice with a mandate to address social rights) had been suggested to ensure global 

citizens could take their country to court. (Deacon 2007, Held 2004, and Yeates 2001, 

2008). Some progress had taken place in some of these global social policy fields. 

There is an airline ticket tax and global funds to address many health problems. There 

is the global social compact and there are moves to improve the UN social rights 

system. Progress was slow however and, more-over many of these proposed global 

social policies had become a matter of contestation between some in the Global North 

and some in the Global South. 

 

A source of this North-South contestation was the wish on many in the Global South 

to be out from under a northern driven globalization. The negative experience of 

structural adjustment has led to many countries wishing to articulate their own social 

policies and therefore were resistant to new northern drive social policies even if these 

were now progressive ones concerned to implant universal social protection measures 
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and improve social governance. At the same time even as some countries in the 

Global South might still need increased ODA to top up weakened government health 

and education budgets the over-riding wish was to be independent of aid. In the area 

of labour and social standards and social rights there remained a suspicion of the self 

interest of the Global North in pushing these onto the global agenda in trade and other 

deals. 

 

This lead us to the conclusion that an alternative route to a socially just globalization 

might lie through a decentred globalization based on a federation of world regions. 

Each region would address trans-national social policies at the regional level (Deacon 

2001, Deacon 2007, Deacon, Ortiz and Zelenev 2007, Yeates 2005, Yeates and 

Deacon, 2006, UNU-CRIS 2008). 

 

These ideas about the importance of the social dimension of regions have also 

featured in many UN publications as we outlined in chapter one and two. The report A 

Fair Globalization: Creating Opportunities for All of the World Commission on the 

Social Dimension of Globalization claimed that regional integration can contribute to 

a more equitable pattern of globalization, but only if regional integration has a strong 

social dimension. (WCSDG 2004). In the July 2006 session of UNECOSOC the UN 

Secretary-General declared that ‘multi-stakeholder policy dialogues at the national 

and regional level have to be developed with the objective of building national and 

regional capacity to develop a multi-disciplinary approach to economic and social 

issues’ (UNSG 2006). Earlier that year, UNESCO organized a High-Level 

Symposium on the Social Policy Dimension of Regionalism in Montevideo in the 

context of the UNESCO International Social Sciences Policy Nexus Forum (Deacon, 

Yeates and Van Langenhove 2006). The resulting Buenos Aires Declaration called 

upon ‘the regional organizations such as MERCOSUR and the African Union, in 

association with social scientists and civil society, to further develop the social 

dimension of regional integration and [called] upon the UN to facilitate inter-regional 

dialogues’. 

 

The global economic crisis of 2008-09 combined with the ecological crisis caused in 

part by carbon-fuelled global trade driven regime has only strengthened the case for 

rethinking how to manage world interconnectedness. The case for some degree of 

retreat to the conserving and development of more sustainable local and regionally 

based forms of production and consumption has become stronger. This in turn implies 

a greater focus upon regional trade arrangements that in turn implies a new urgency in 

addressing regional social policies to complement regional economic policies. 

 

THE EXPOSITION OF WORLD REGIONAL SOCIAL POLICY RESTATED 

 

As we outlined in chapter two these regional social policies could include: 

 

• Regional social redistribution mechanisms: These could take several forms 

ranging from intra-regional transfers to development aid (ODA) and could be 

used to target depressed areas or to redress inequalities within regions, 

• Regional social regulations: These could include health and labour standards 

to combat an intra-regional ‘race to the bottom’, as well as the regulation of 

private social services and utilities (water, electricity), 
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• Regional social rights mechanisms that give citizens a voice to challenge 

rights abuse: The European Union’s European Court of Justice or the Council 

of Europe’s Court of Human Rights might serve as useful models of 

mechanisms by which citizens can be empowered to challenge the perceived 

failures of national governments to fulfil their social rights. 

• Regional cross-border social sector investments: These could address various 

common social policy priorities, for instance, the production of cheaper 

generic pharmaceuticals at regional level to benefit from economies of scale, 

or common programmes to avoid cross-border spread of diseases (e.g. 

malaria) or the sharing of higher education facilities within a region. 

• Cross-border lesson learning in social policy: This could provide an 

opportunity to learn from good practices that have worked at a local level 

within the same region and develop innovative local solutions. 

 

This book has addressed this issue of regional social policy in a number of ways. It 

asked in chapter four whether UN social agencies, regional development banks and 

the UN regional economic and social commissions were arguing for and driving such 

regional social policies. In chapter five it asked whether regional social movements 

more important as drivers for these policies from below. We then turned in chapters 

six, seven, eight and nine to a region-by-region review of the extent to which regional 

social policies were evident in practice in Europe, Latin America, Asia and Africa. 

Chapter nine examined some of the obstacles to the development of such regional 

social policies arising from inter-regional open free trade agreements and bilateral 

trade deals. 

 

OVERVIEW AND ASSESSMENT OF WORLD REGIONAL SOCIAL 

POLICIES IN PRACTICE 

 

This book has brought together for the first time a detailed review and assessment of 

developments in regional social policy in Africa, Latin America, East and South Asia 

and Europe. The social dimension of regional integration within Europe is very well 

known and the subject of much detailed assessment and debate. The European Union 

represents the most advanced form of regional integration. In terms of regional social 

policy, the EU has made major advances in the three fields of social redistribution, 

social regulation and social rights. The Structural Fund/Social Cohesion Fund is the 

mechanism whereby the EU’s funds (which are contributed approximately according 

to country GNP and population size) are allocated to the development of 

impoverished or economically underdeveloped areas within the EU member states. 

There are a range of regulations in the fields of occupational health and safety, health 

services, equal opportunities, labour law, and social security and pensions schemes, 

together with social dialogue mechanisms that apply to all countries. In terms of 

regional social rights, the Community Charter of Fundamental Social Rights of 

Workers was established at an earlier stage and was added to in 2000 with the 

adoption of the Charter of Fundamental Rights. Harmonization of national social 

regulations and standards is a precondition to be accepted at the EU and benefit from 

its internal market and regional transfers. Additionally, the Open Method of 

Coordination (OMC) is a mechanism whereby national civil servants are encouraged 

to ratchet up their policies against agreed EU-wide benchmarks and through policy 

learning processes (de la Porte and Nanz 2004, Chalmers and Lodge 2003). The OMC 

in the fight against social exclusion was introduced in March 2000; in the area of 
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pensions it was introduced in March 2001 and in the area of health care it was 

introduced in June 2001. The chapter on Europe in this book focused on a comparison 

of the social dimension of the European Union and its Commission and agencies on 

the one hand and the less well known Council of Europe covering a wider group of 

countries on the other. The European Union and the Council of Europe are quite 

different institutions. This is because the EU is led by supranational Commission 

charged with driving the socio-economic integration of its member states, backed by a 

supranational court with the power to enforce the European laws, while the Council of 

Europe is an inter-governmental body devoted to the promotion of democracy and 

human rights without a strong institution at its centre. However chapter six did 

compare their ‘regional’ social policies and concluded that the EU did operate 

regional redistribution mechanisms, regional social regulation procedures and 

enforced certain social rights of citizens through the European Court of Justice. At the 

same time there is extensive cross border cooperation involving the rights to access 

services abroad and established methods for cross border social policy lesson 

learning. The Council of Europe on the other hand was not concerned with 

redistribution and regulation and its European Court of Human Rights did not 

encompass the social rights articulated within its own Social Charter. The Council of 

Europe however is an important player in exhorting countries to improve their social 

rights. As Monica Threlfall concludes in matters of social law, the European Union 

despite its more restricted formulation of social rights than the Council’s European 

Social Charter is by far the stronger player and the one who is much more likely to 

deliver social policies and rights to citizens. She suggested that there is a trade-off 

between binding regulations and exhortative declarations. The one delivers specific 

protection on a narrow basis, the other opens up awareness and a world of 

possibilities on a wide front, maybe even setting international political agendas, yet is 

unable to enforce compliance against defaulters and therefore fails to ensure 

consistent delivery. 

 

In terms of Africa we noted that there were some remarkable achievements in the 

development of regional and sub-regional social policies despite the context of weak 

economies and weak institutions. Many of these remained at the level of exhortation 

and declarations but others were very real. Among these were agreements on the free 

cross border movements of labour in ECOWAS and UEMOA and moves towards this 

in SADC and a Regional Court of Justice in ECOWAS adjudicating on national 

labour rights. In addition there are charters of social rights in the sub-regions and 

cross border cooperation in health both in terms of disease control and service 

delivery. Cross border cooperation in education and agreements on skills portability 

exists. UEMOA uses customs duties to address regional disparities. There are 

examples of cross-border social security conventions on the portability of rights.  

Ministers of Social Development meet at sub-regional level to compare national 

practices and effective sub-regional social dialogue mechanisms and processes are in 

place especially in Southern Africa. The Africa chapter focussed only on South and 

West Africa. Similar arrangements exist in East and North Africa but have not been 

documented. Thus whether it regional or sub-regional redistribution, regional or sub-

regional social regulation, regional or sub-regional social rights or simply cross 

border cooperation in social sector investments or cross border lesson leaning Africa 

exhibits examples of each type of regional social policy. 
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In terms of Latin America social policy has not been a major component of LA 

integrations schemes until now but debate on these issues is now taking place with 

renewed urgency since the collapse of the FTAA strategy. However, it has been 

present to some degree in all of them since their initial conception. MERCOSUR is 

probably the scheme that has advanced the most. In 1998, the Social-Labour 

Declaration created a tripartite MERCOSUR Social-Labour Commission to which 

governments annually submit a report on changes in national labour law and practice. 

The declaration covers core labour rights including migrant workers’ rights and 

commits the member countries to enforce their own labour laws. While a useful 

process of social dialogue there is not strictly a supranational labour rights regime. A 

Working Group of Specialists in Accreditation of Higher Education is elaborating 

principles and procedures for the mutual recognition of courses. A Fund for Structural 

Convergence (FOCEM) of MERCOSUR was created in which resembles in its 

objectives the European structural funds with the first funds dispersed in 2007. Rather 

similarly safety and health in the workplace, labour migration, social security and 

capacity building are discussed in the Andean Communities tripartite forum but with 

little consequence. However, decisions tending towards facilitating movement of 

persons have been adopted in preparation for the introduction of the ‘Andean Labour 

Card’ in 2008. This mechanism will help the citizens of the Andean countries with 

respect to the mutual recognition of university degrees, free movement of labour, 

labour rights, pensions and social security. In the case of CARICOM the Charter of 

Civil Society recognizes fundamental labour rights. There is a mechanism for 

submitting complaints regarding labour rights violations but there are no sanctions. 

Outside the formal structures of new regional body ALBA under the influence of 

Venezuela redistributes funds for poverty relieve to neighbouring countries and 

collaborates with Cuba in the regional use of health professionals and teachers. 

Elements of sub-regional social policies of redistribution, very soft regulation and the 

articulation of social rights exists on the continent but are as yet underdeveloped. 

 

In terms of South and East Asia the absence in general of supra-nationalist elements 

to ASEAN and SAARC has resulted in minimal progress in regional social policy. 

Instead of binding policies ASEAN and SAARC issue declarations and statements, 

outlining intentions, visions or guidelines for Members to make operational in their 

own way. Overall, ASEAN has generated a fuller set of instruments and mechanisms 

for social policy than had SAARC. In terms of social rights the most significant 

development to date is the mandate given by the newly-signed ASEAN Charter for an 

ASEAN Human Rights Body, the terms of reference for which has been left to a High 

Level Panel to draft by 2009. In SAARC, the Social Charter consolidates the different 

social commitments. Its language is progressive, with access to basic services 

guaranteed, and provisions on women are strong. However, it has limited scope, not 

covering labour, social security. In terms of redistribution ASEAN’s main vehicle to 

address the development gap is the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI). The 

initiative covers seven areas: energy, human resource development, information and 

communications technology, regional economic integration, tourism, poverty 

reduction, and projects of general coverage. Under the IAI, AEAN also established a 

common resource pool, the ASEAN Development Fund (ADF). SAARC has the 

SAARC Development Fund (SDF) that has three windows: social, economic and 

infrastructure; and three sources of funds: grant contributions, assessed contributions 

and funds mobilized donors and international organizations. The Food Security 

Reserve schemes in ASEAN and SAARC are also instruments for social 



364 

 

redistribution. The current scope of social regulation in ASEAN and SAARC is 

limited, but there are some encouraging areas. For instance, both have instruments on 

trafficking in women and children, with clear definition of offences, and SAARC 

even allows for extradition for certain offences. ASEAN has completed Mutual 

Recognition Arrangements in nursing and engineering services, making easier the 

movement of people in these professions within the region. Other than this, ASEAN 

has yet to develop common standards and regulation in other areas like social 

protection. In SAARC, the issue of labour migration is not discussed at all, as border 

dispute remains one of the most contentious issues within the sub-region. 

 

We might capture these developments in matrix form as below: 

 

TABLE 10.1 NEAR HERE 

 

DRIVERS FOR AND OBSTACLES TO WORLD REGIONAL SOCIAL 

POLICY 

 

What do our various chapters tell us about the drivers helping the development of a 

regional social policy strategy? What do they tell us about the obstacles to further 

development? Here we review the role of global players from above, trans-national 

social movements from below, the specific conditions and players in countries and 

regions themselves and the contribution of inter-regional dialogues, allied inter-

regional trade processes and bilateral trade agreements. 

 

In terms of global players chapter three addressed the role of the ‘players’ from 

above; regional development banks, regional economic commissions and regional 

branches of the UN social agencies and their role in addressing aspects of regional 

social policies and regional social integration. It was found that much of the analytical 

work and policy prescriptive work of these players was focused on the region defined 

merely as a collection of individual countries that happen to occupy a particular 

regional territory rather than as actually existing regional associations of countries. In 

other words what was observed was first the continued focus of the agencies on 

advice to countries within regions rather then advice to regional associations of 

countries. Second where there was advice to regional associations the advice often 

neglects the social policy dimension of regional social integrations. However where 

the genuinely regional dimension comes in it is in the useful form of lesson learning 

across borders from countries within the regions. It was the exceptional intervention 

which was designed to contribute to the building of the capacities of the regional 

associations of countries in the field of social policy. 

 

Where there is a focus on cross-border, supranational regional and sub-regional social 

policy issues by the agencies surveyed these tend to be in the following field. First (a) 

economic and labour migration management, (b) communicable diseases monitoring, 

(c) trafficking of women and children regulation, d) social protection and social 

security portability and commonality, (d) capacity building of the secretariats of 

regional and sub-regional associations of governments and (e) support to social 

dialogue mechanisms at sub-region institutional level. 

 

Explanations for this limited focus on regional social policy on the part of these actors 

from above lie in a combination of three factors. First the  constitutionally-driven 
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focus of the UN system on individual countries, second the general ideological drift 

towards global free trade in the later part of the twentieth century which refused any 

kind of regional protectionism, and third the absence of calls from regional 

associations of countries for such a focus. Where more effort in the direction of 

fostering regional social policies was evident it could be attributed to the purchase 

within some parts of and among certain individuals in the ILO, UNESCO, UNICEF 

and UNDESA of the ‘idea’ of regional social policy as an alternative to neo-liberal 

globalization. The drive to foster regional social policy in these organizations was an 

ideological one motivated by a desire to attend to the negative social consequences of 

globalization. There was no systematic coherent planned approach to this work even 

within the ILO which has done most and which itself argued for the social dimension 

of regional integration to be taken seriously in its World Report on a Fair 

Globalization. Nonetheless, where initiatives were taken significant regional social 

policy developments were influence positively by such players as was noted in 

chapter four and for Africa in chapter eight and for Asia in chapter seven. 

 

Rather in contrast to the absence of a focus on regional social issues and regional 

social policy found among the global actors from above chapter four revealed a new 

constellation of regional social movements from below all arguing and campaigning 

for a new ‘alternative regionalism’ within which regional social policies should find a 

central place. As the authors of that chapter argue the new generation of social 

movements and CSOs in Latin America, Southern Africa, and Southeast and South 

Asia, shaped in particular over the past 10 years by their strong resistance to trade 

liberalization and privatization, have become key agents and players in regional 

integration processes. They are shaping regional integration processes that are 

responsive to the interests of the people. Thus in Latin America the Hemispheric 

Social Alliance (HSA) was created in 1997, with the purpose of resisting the 

negotiations towards a Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) promoted by the 

United States (US). In this project they were successful. However it is less clear 

exactly what are the precise forms the movement wishes the regional integration of 

Latin America to take and what precise regional social policies they would wish to see 

put in place. In the case of Southern Africa, the Southern African Peoples’ Solidarity 

Network (SAPSN) was formed in 1999 to challenge the interlinked issues of debt, 

structural adjustment, and globalization. The core of its strategy lies in the 

organization of a series of ‘SADC People’s Summits’ in parallel to the Inter-

governmental and Heads of the State SADC Summit. In East Asia on the eve of the 

Eleventh Official ASEAN Summit the first ASEAN Civil Society Conference 

(ACSC) was organized in Kuala Lumpur in December 2005. Similar social 

movements have emerged in South Asia. Cecilia Olivet and Brid Brennan make out a 

strong case that these movements are influential in the shaping of the new regionalism 

arguing that the ‘demands’ of these movements embrace regional social rights, issues 

of migration and common labour practices, cross border health issues including 

collaborations to produce or purchase cheap drugs. Water supply and access has been 

a key focus as have the asymmetries within regions and the associated need to 

develop regional funds to compensate for these. 

 

The region specific chapters five, six, seven and eight draw attention to particular 

social forces and political processes that have lent support to and been more important 

in developing the social dimension of the regional integration efforts. For Monica 

Threlfall the focus was on the use by regional bodies of exhortation to improve 
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country/regional social policies or of the use of legally binding regulations to compel 

adherence to regional norms. She concluded that regional associations will work best 

if they can combine both. However they do have to confront and succeed at the more 

difficult challenge of setting up regulatory frameworks and institutions, even at the 

cost of narrowing the ambit of these to cover fewer common social policies as a way 

of obtaining consensus between member states, at least as a first stage. 

 

For Africa the argument ran that strong political will at the highest levels and strong 

adherence by civil society at the basis are very much needed in order to build 

successfully regional integration with a social dimension. The actual role played by 

regional organizations, beyond the declarations and intentions, depends on 

overcoming the limited technical and human resource capacity available. A major 

condition for deep regional integration, beyond the political will, is available expertise 

and institutional capacity. When it comes to institutional capacity, the same capacity 

limitation is valid for the social partners in the tri-partite set up. Neither labour unions 

nor employer’s organizations in most African sub-regions dispose of strong regional 

representations. In addition therefore to strong regional leadership from above is the 

requirement of effective regional organization from below. 

 

For Latin America (LA) Manuel Riesco argues that the future regional social policy 

that still needs to be developed requires ‘powerful, motivated, and committed actors, 

operating under a more or less coordinated long-term state strategy’. He therefore 

includes among the key players the professional LA bureaucracies. They have been a 

primary actor in the region for more than a century and will be central in any advance. 

He draws attention also to the EU, Spanish capital and the business push to LA 

regional integration. But equally important is the role of intellectuals. They 

unfortunately became the main culprits behind the privatization and dispersing of the 

previously distinguished traditional intellectual drive behind LA developmentalism 

and regionalism. It’s regrouping, mainly within the realm of a reconstructed and 

reinforced modern LA public university system would aid the push to regional social 

integration. No integration process whatsoever will be possible he insists ‘if it is not 

able to seduce the region’s emerging, overwhelmingly massive, social force: the new 

urban salaried middle classes. In the present social scenery of LA as a whole, and 

especially in the countries that are in the more advanced phases of transition, any 

progressive strategy, and certainly regional integration, must include this emerging 

force as a basic part of the power block required to promote it to success’. Its interests 

have to be accommodated in any regional social policy. In other words he rather turns 

the argument on its head and does not so much argue who will drive the regional 

social integration project but rather asks whose interests need to be recognized and 

met by the regional integration process for it to succeed. Thus salaried workers will be 

enthusiastic about such a move (only) if it is associated with potent signals regarding 

their rights, and smaller scale but more concrete measures of regional social policy in 

their direct benefit. Furthermore, in the case of the yet vast masses of LA peasants and 

urban poor, concrete regional social policy measures seem indispensable to motivate 

their own integration. 

 

For East and South Asia the issue for Jenina Joy Chavez is one of building upon the 

strong bases that exists, which is different in each region, by the current economically 

orientated (ASEAN) and politically orientated (SAARC) leaderships opening 

themselves up to the influence of the growing cross border social movements that 
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exist in each region. ASEAN countries have a strong tradition of developmentalism, 

while SAARC members have strong socialist influences. SAARC started with 

cooperation in the social sectors, way before it entertained economic integration. 

SAARC can be said to be as committed, if not more, to the social dimension as 

ASEAN. The signing of the ASEAN Charter advances institutional formalization 

(procedures, mechanisms), but it does not have a strong rights-based approach and 

deep commitment to social policy the way that the SAARC Social Charter does. 

South Asia also has a stronger tradition of developing its internal markets and relying 

on its own capital, quite in contrast with ASEAN’s outward-looking development. 

ASEAN’s experience has been that Members ‘do not like to pay’, making cooperative 

funds hard to come by. In contrast, SAARC members make bigger contributions to 

the SDF, and are more selective in receiving donations from non-regional partners. 

The biggest stumbling block to successful regionalism is the distance of regionalist 

initiatives from the people and the lack of progress in taking regionalism outside the 

realms of an elite project in the hands of official diplomacy. Without popular support, 

indeed unless popularly demanded, regional initiatives will require a long 

socialization process. In these terms there is room for optimism. The paralleling of 

official Summits by people’s events or civil society processes is evidence of this. In 

ASEAN, civil society groups participated in the Charter drafting process. In South 

Asia, the People’s SAARC is held parallel to or very close to the official SAARC 

Summit. Regional groups have been advocating peace and disarmament, poverty 

eradication, and social development. An advanced notion of regionalism, a People’s 

Union of South Asia, has also been proposed in the People’s SAARC of July 2008. If 

ASEAN and SAARC would be more open to inputs from these groups and 

movements, they would be able to confirm the most pressing need in the two sub-

regions. Specifically, the Secretariats of the two Associations should have the ability 

to officially receive inputs from citizens groups and direct such inputs to relevant 

bodies. 

 

In terms of identifying the drivers for and obstacles to enhanced regional social 

integration we also need to take account of the review in chapter nine of the large 

transregional processes such as APEC, the array of inter-regional dialogue and 

negotiating process such as ASEM as well as the plethora of bilateral trade deals that 

often cut across regional formation. Moves towards enhanced regional social 

integration and very real obstacles to its advance are to be located within these 

processes. First, the chapter concluded that bilateral agreements are probably overall 

more undermining than supportive of both regional and multilateral agreements. This 

does not deny the positive uses of bilateral agreements, in particular the fact that they 

can be used to support global social policy regulations, such as core labour standards, 

but it is also clear that their popularity in recent years is related to difficulties in 

forging multilateral (global or regional) agreements. Indeed, they are instruments for 

particular governments in achieving domestic foreign policy objectives ‘flexibly’ and 

as such indicate a retreat from a commitment to global or regional collective action. 

 

Second, inter-regional agreements, in particular those entered into by the EU with 

developing countries that we examined here, can be a means of promoting regional 

social policy. In the case of the EU, the inter-regional arrangements it has entered into 

have gone further than issues of trade and economic relations and such arrangements 

are also vehicles for promoting wider political dialogue that already has and could 

still further be a catalyst for the development of strengthened regional social policy. 
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However, one of the issues is the perceived conflict between trade/economic 

objectives and interests and social policy ones. Here, the EU has been sharply 

criticized for putting its trade interests ahead of social considerations. In this respect, 

while the EPAs it is negotiating are an advance over the moralizing about human 

rights there are concerns that its new approach may not ultimately be conducive to a 

strengthened regional social policy. 

 

Third trans-regional formations are showing signs of beginning to engage with social 

agendas and having become fora in and around which debates over global and 

regional social governance are increasingly conducted. To date, though, progress on 

this front, in terms of institutional enactments of social policy measures of 

redistribution, rights and regulation, have been slow to materialize. As such, these 

formations do not at the moment appear to be key drivers of a strengthened regional 

social policy. 

 

THE GLOBAL GOVERNANCE IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED 

NATIONS AND FOR OTHER GLOBAL ACTORS AND AGENCIES 

 

The argument of this book has been that a strengthened system of world regional 

governance with each region adopting a social dimension to its regional integration 

project is the best way of securing a socially responsible globalization. The 

exposition, empirical evidence and assessment in this book suggest that developments 

along these lines are slowly taking place within regional associations of governments 

on four continents. The analysis has suggested that there are huge obstacles to the 

further development of this agenda in practice. These include (i)low capacity in some 

underdeveloped regional association of government, (ii) national sovereignty 

concerns that resist supra-nationalism, (iii) continued elite focus in regions upon 

issues of regional trade, and (iv)external intervention that are as often undermining of 

regional social development as they are of its nurturance. We have also shown there 

are sound reasons for advancing regionalism with a strong social dimension and that 

increasingly influential cross border social movements are seeking to advance that 

agenda. Here we address the one rather negative finding in this book from chapter 

four that that with notable exceptions UN social agencies, UN Economic and Social 

Commissions and regional development banks were not giving much attention to this 

agenda. That is to say we turn to the global governance implications for the United 

Nations and for other global actors and agencies if the UN system, and other elements 

of global social governance are to become a force for the further development of the 

social dimension of regionalism. These reforms are necessary to elevate regional 

associations of governments and, within them the Social and Labour and/or Social 

Development commissions and secretariats of regional associations to a more 

prominent place in world social governance. 

 

UNECOSOC has been strengthened recently although it is still regarded by many as a 

week body. The creation of the Biannual Development Cooperation Forum which had 

its first meeting in July 2008 and the instigation of High Level Annual Ministerial 

Reviews by Ministers of Social Development have added to its credibility. To bring 

the regional dimension into this process we suggest that UNECOSOC convenes on 

regular basis High Level meetings of the Commissioners and Secretariats of actually 

existing regional associations of governments responsible for Social Development 

and Social and Labour Policy. These meetings would review best practice in the 
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development of regional social polices of redistribution regulation and rights and 

cross border co-operation and lesson learning in the fields of health, education, social 

protection, food security and allied policy fields. These deliberations can then be fed 

into the Development Cooperation Forum and the Annual Ministerial Reviews. 

 

For the UN economic and social commissions it means devoting considerable more 

resources to working not with governments in the region but with the regional 

associations of governments of the region. It also means giving equal priority in that 

work focused on regional associations to social policy issue alongside economic 

issues. 

 

For the UN social agencies (ILO, WHO, UNICEF, UNESCO etc.) it means that the 

World Health Assembly, World Labour Conference, and other annual assemblies 

create a more prominent space within their deliberations and decision making 

processes for representatives of the relevant Social Policy Commissioners of regional 

associations of countries. It also means fashioning a coherent strategy for working on 

either health, labour, education or other social policy topic at the regional association 

of country level. It also means that the regional offices of the UN agencies devote a 

far greater part of their analytical and technical capacity to working with the 

secretariats of the regional associations of governments within their territory. This 

might mean also relocating regional UN social agency offices to the city hosting these 

secretariats. 

 

Given that in each world region the exact configuration of regional associations of 

governments is different and the relationship between regional and sub-regional 

associations of countries varies too and given also that the Ministries and Secretariats 

with responsibility for social policy have varied name it is not possible to give precise 

institutional and location reform proposals. Taking Africa as an illustrative example 

of a region and the case of SADC as one of several sub-regions what is proposed is 

that: 

 

(a) The AU Commissioner for Social and Labour Affairs together with the Secretariat 

dealing with Social Policy in SADC and the other Africa sub-regional RECs 

attend the proposed UNECOSOC convened High Level regional association 

meetings periodically. 

(b) The ECA focuses its support efforts on the AU and SADC and the other sub-

regional REC offices and gives a higher attention to the social dimension of 

regional and sub-regional integration. 

(c) If not already so located the WHO, ILO, UNICEF, UNESCO and UNDP establish 

their head regional office in Addis Ababa and establish their sub-regional offices 

in Gaborone (for SADC), Abuja (for ECOWAS) and similarly for the other sub-

regions. 

 

The governance, policy and operational reforms will permit appropriate attention to 

be paid to the development of effective regional and sub-regional social policies by 

regional associations of governments that are important building blocs of a global 

integration project that puts human need and inclusive social development first. 

 

These reform suggestions build upon the case already being made for regions to 

become a more important element of global governance within the UN system more 
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generally. The human security dimension has driven this approach. Thus, the UNDP 

1993 Human Development Report, triggered the security dimension debate over the 

need to challenge the traditional perspective (i) from an exclusive interest on national 

security to focus on the security of the individual and of people, (ii) from security 

based on armaments to a security based on human development, and (iii) from 

territorial security to food, environmental and employment security. The following 

Report in 1994 set the scene for the human security concept as one intending to bridge 

freedom from fear, meaning freedom from violence, and freedom from want, to 

poverty alleviation. By including new security dimensions, like economic, 

environmental, political and social, human security becomes ‘a transversal concept 

that effects every sector that can impact upon peoples’ welfare and that requires the 

adoption of cross-sectoral policies to respond to a range of human security 

vulnerabilities in societies’ (UNDP 1994, UNU-CRIS 2009:7). 

 

Thus in the case of human security a regional dimension of governance emerged 

within the UN. As discussed in chapter one, this is build upon the UN Charter, where 

in ‘Chapter VIII’, the possibility of cooperation between the UN and regional 

organizations is foreseen. In recent years several non-permanent members of the 

Security Council have taken initiatives to strengthen this relationship. In the period 

1994 - 2006, several High-Level Meetings between the UN and regional organizations 

have been organized and former Secretary-General Koffi Annan had repeatedly called 

for a 'regional-global' security mechanism (Van Langenhove 2009). Today, that 

process of formal consultations unfortunaly has been stopped. Ad hoc cooperation, 

however, is still continuing and it is hoped that this regional-global process of policy 

making in the human security field might be revitalized. 

 

The UN system generally has welcomed regional integration processes as it needs 

regional organizations, ‘and particularly the EU to share the burden of global 

governance’ (Van Langenhove and Marchesi 2008: 484). Unfortunately, and here is 

another example of the EU being both an agent for regional integration and an 

obstacle to it, the EU, however, does not see itself corresponding entirely with the 

vision of the UN Charter of Regional Arrangements as a ‘Chapter VIII’ organization. 

It has the global ambitious to go beyond Europe, specifically for third-generation 

regionalism. 

 

Finally we need to note that there are competing visions or at least steps being taken 

in practice to reform global governance arrangements that do not focus only on the 

strategy of strengthening the UN. The G20 may become a more important forum for 

world leaders to debate global economic and social governance and address 

development issues (ODI 2009). It is regarded as more effective at dealing quickly 

with issue whereas the more representative UNECOSOC is slow and ineffective. A 

twin track approach is suggested (ODI 2009:27) whereby a G20 with a permanent 

secretariat addresses matters which are on the UN agenda but handles them in ways 

which do not undermine the UN while at the same time efforts are made to streamline 

further the work of the UNECOSOC maybe by creating an Economic Security 

Council. In this scenario the implications of our argument in this book is that the G20 

should be seen not so much as a body which brings together key global national 

players such as Brazil, China, South Africa, Indonesia and India but brings together 

countries who are representatives of regional associations of governments. Then 

when G20 agendas included development issues and global social policy the regional 
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dimension would be built into the process. The EU attends already but so should 

MERCOSUR, ASEAN, the AU, and other regional groupings. To advance the reform 

of the G20 towards a body that represents regions the EU would need to replace the 

national European governments. This is unlikely in the near future which once again 

underlines the fact that in terms of the further development of world regionalism with 

a social dimension the EU is both a model and an obstacle. 

 

GAPS AND A FUTURE RESEARCH AND CAPACITY BUILDING AGENDA 

 

Finally we turn to the gaps in our review in terms of world regional coverage and the 

research and capacity building agenda that now opens up if the work in this book is 

to be built upon. In choosing Europe, Africa, Latin America and South and South East 

Asia to illustrate some progress towards regionalism with a social dimension we have 

chosen in some ways the most propitious examples. Middle Eastern regionalism, Post 

Soviet Union regionalism, Black Sea regionalism and even South East European 

regionalism are still regions in the making. There are examples of cross-border 

cooperation in social policy in all of those formations, though we would probably not 

find there the more institutionalized manifestations of regional social policy, such as 

Social Development Secretariats, that were located in the case studies covered in this 

book. China, Japan, South Korea and the ASEAN+3 processes further complicate the 

global scene. Neither did we pay attention to regional social policy in North America, 

in particular NAFTA. Equally there are many sub-regions, development corridors and 

a variety of contested regional spaces that cut across and overlap with even those 

more defined regional associations of governments we have researched (Söderbaum 

and Taylor 2009). 

 

A first item on our suggested research agenda is therefore to build on and extend 

knowledge about the social policy dimensions of regional integration in a wider range 

of regionalisms around the world. This is in part a mapping exercise, given that none 

have previously been undertaken in any comprehensive way. It is also an evaluative 

exercise, assessing the extent to which the formations in question are moving in the 

direction of a genuinely regional dimension of social redistribution, social regulation 

and social rights. 

 

Beyond this there is a need to examine in more detail the workings in practice of 

regional social policy arrangements. While we have been able to suggest some of the  

key drivers for and obstacles to the furtherance of regionalism with a social dimension 

further research which examines the forces and processes leading to specific regional 

social policy agreements is needed. It would be useful to evaluate success stories of 

regional social policy innovation in terms, for example, of whether pressure for 

change was more effective when directed at the regional officials and regional summit 

events or at leading national governments who then in turn won support from other 

countries. This would lead to a better understanding of the opportunities for regional 

social movements to advance the regional social policy agenda.  Furthermore, this 

research would be necessarily comparative in nature. Historicizing further the 

processes, policies and practices of regional integration with a social dimension that 

we have begun to map in this book would contextualize their emergence and deepen 

our understanding of the social, political, economic and cultural conditions, forces and 

dynamics. Comparisons of sectoral areas would extend understanding of regional 

formations’ social policy responses. Comparisons of the effectiveness of particular 
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models and modes of regional social governance in terms of the key policy issues 

identified as needing to be addressed would also be valuable. All of these indicative 

kinds of comparisons could be undertaken on an intra-regional basis and ideally on a 

cross-regional basis. 

 

Here, the integration of insights of ‘traditional’ comparative social policy analysis and 

transnational studies would be productive. Doing so would mean that regional 

formation processes would no longer be treated as ‘external’ to domestically-oriented 

studies of social policy change, and the policies and politics of ‘domestic’ regimes 

would be integrated into analyses of and theoretical explanations of the development 

of regional social policy. Equally, the integration of multilateral forces and agencies 

(UN, WB etc.) and other flanking organizations (regional development banks, trans-

regional formations) into analytical frameworks would also be possible. These need to 

take account of the co-determining forces operating at complementary levels of 

governance. Such a move would, amongst other things, enable a more developed 

account of social policy formation generally, including the interaction of global, 

regional and domestic forces, policy actors and institutions, policy instruments and 

practices. 

 

One of the issues in any such future research is the need to develop a set of 

comparable social (policy) indicators for each of the regions involved. At present, 

such data is not only lacking but is not routinely collected. A key component of a 

future research agenda (as well as capacity-building agenda- see below) would 

therefore need to scope and eventually develop a set of socio-economic ‘baseline’ 

data, including expenditure, transfers etc and a set of appropriate indicators to capture 

the progression towards tangible and effective regional social policies. 

 

Of equal importance to the research agenda is the translation of this into capacity 

building and knowledge transfer agendas. For the many secretariats of regional 

associations which are struggling to advance the social dimension of regionalism, 

these elements would be vital. It is clear that while the labour and social dimensions 

of regional integration are on the agenda in many regional associations of 

governments the exact ways in which and the exact policies by which these aspects of 

regional integration are to be strengthened is only partly understood by the secretariats 

and other actors involved. There is the need for more detailed debate of alternative 

forms of regional social policies which cover specific options for policy sectors such 

as labour, social protection, health and education, as well as cross-cutting issues of 

migration, corporate governance, financial regulation and the social dimensions of 

trade and production. As part of a strategy to strengthen regional labour and social 

polices more dialogue between (for example) regional Ministers of Social 

Development who are normally concerned with poverty issues and regional Ministers 

of Labour who are normally concerned with employment issues is probably needed 

and both need to give more attention together to regional social policy. 

 

Training within regions should aim to enhance some or all of the following skills of 

officials, social and labour movement representatives and other actors/stakeholders. 

Analytical skills could be enhanced to facilitate a better understanding of regional 

integration processes and their different components and regional social policy 

development and implementation. This could be extended to include the trade-labour-

social policy relations, trade impact assessment methods, and policy options for 
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integration and sustainable development. The training could enhance capacity for 

more effective representation of labour and social interests at a regional level and 

their participation in decision and policy making. It would also improve the 

negotiation and ultimately the effectiveness of intra- and inter-regional trade and other 

deals by addressing labour and social concerns from the outset. Finally, there needs to 

be structured opportunities for all parties involved to reflect on experiences of and 

lessons learned from regional social policy development, together with an opportunity 

to disseminate them within and among regions. To this end, knowledge transfer 

opportunities would be a key element of the forging of epistemic and actual 

communities of stakeholders in regional social policy around the world. 

 

We have offered this book as a contribution to the debate about how in a post 

economic crisis world global and regional policies and institutions might be reformed 

and improved upon to ensure a fairer and more just world. If our analysis and 

conclusions are even partly on the right track then there is a UN and G20 global and 

regional governance reform agenda, a research agenda and a capacity building agenda 

to be urgently attended to. 


