Commission for Social Development 2009
The Commission for Social Development (CSD) is a functional commission of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the United Nations. It consists of 46 members elected by ECOSOC. The CSD is focused on promoting social integration by fostering societies that are stable, safe, just and tolerant, and respectful of diversity. 

Each year since 1995, the Commission has taken up key social development themes. The 47th Session of the Commission will convene from February 4 – 13, 2009, at the United Nations Headquarters in New York. The priority theme for this session is “Social Integration.” This theme also takes into account poverty eradication and decent work for all. According to ECOSOC, social integration policies should seek to reduce inequalities, promote access to basic social services, education, and health care for all, and increase the participation and integration of social groups.

The CSD works to improve the quality of life for all citizens and to provide a voice for the voiceless – those who live in poverty and who are excluded from society. Young people should get involved in social development and social integration in order to ensure a future where they can live in a peaceful, just society where all people have a say in decision-making that directly affects them. Young people are often more affected by poverty and unemployment than are older people, and thus should be just as involved in working to eradicate poverty.


What exactly is social integration? 

The main concept behind “social integration” is the involvement of all members of society in decision-making, at both local and national levels. 

Essentially, social integration involves the maximum participation and involvement of each member in society, in order to eradicate the social marginalization of any particular group and to further human development as a whole. Successful social integration processes result in a state of social harmony, which encourages coming together while still respecting differences. 

Social integration is a multi-stakeholder process that includes individuals, non-governmental organizations, academia, government, United Nations agencies, businesses, the arts and the media. All relevant stakeholders should be equally involved in fostering collective decision-making, and anyone with an interest in a particular issue should be able to have a voice in deliberations. 

The main components of social integration are inclusion, participation, and justice, which allow for meaningful and effective engagement for a common future of all members of society.

1) Inclusion refers to policies and institutional arrangements designed to include people. It is a top-down process, utilizing tools designed by policymakers. Whenever a decision-making mechanism is being designed, it should be made maximally inclusive for all its citizens. Socially inclusive societies are based on the values of equality and non-discrimination, where all citizens can claim their rights. Institutions must also hear the needs and perspectives of the voiceless.  

2) Participation refers to the active and constructive engagement of people. It is a bottom-up process where citizens come together to interact with, participate in, and influence decision-making mechanisms. Thus, all decisions should be directly accountable to the people. 

3) Justice and social justice is the ultimate goal of social integration. Justice encompasses protection, in terms of upholding human rights and accountability. Inclusion and participation are strategies that assist in achieving this objective. There should be a shared sense of justice among all the members of the community. Legislation should be enforced, and government institutions should act with respect to its constituents and in a non-discriminatory manner. 

A Society for All

Social integration is a key component of achieving a “society for all” based on the protection of human rights, as well as on non-discrimination, tolerance, respect for diversity, equality of opportunity, solidarity, security, and the participation of all people, including disadvantaged, marginalized and vulnerable groups and persons. 

An inclusive society is one in which every individual has certain rights and responsibilities and plays an active role in society. Social integration is essential in ensuring a society for all, where all citizens participate in the decision-making processes that affect their lives, and ultimately shape their common future. 

Inclusive societies are more resilient with respect to social tensions and disintegration, and possess the capacities to manage conflicts non-violently through developing a culture of dialogue that is indicative of a healthy democratic system. 

Why social integration?

Social integration can be a potent mechanism for improving society and creating a better future for all involved parties. More specifically, the power of social integration can be harnessed to:

· Achieve peace, eradicate poverty, and reduce human rights abuses. Social exclusion of certain groups can result in both violent and non-violent conflict, widespread human rights abuses, and perpetuating the cycle of poverty. Many conflicts result from an imbalance of power between parties, in which the more powerful exploit, control, or abuse the less powerful by misusing distinctions such as ethnicity or class. 

· Achieve full employment and decent work for all. Social exclusion often hampers certain peoples’ access to the labour market.

· Promote gender equality. Social integration strives to hear the voices of all people, whether male or female. 

· Foster social integration for social groups that are often marginalized or excluded – such as youth, persons with disabilities, older persons, migrants, and indigenous peoples. Social integration works to increase the participation of these groups in society.

· Promote access to basic social services, education for all, and health care.

· Improve a country’s wealth and economic growth, and strengthen a country’s international status. Conflict, often resulting from social exclusion, implies economic disruptions and the cost of rebuilding, and a lack of civic engagement increases the need for public expenditure. On the other hand, socially integrated societies build the stability necessary for productive economies and sustained economic growth. 

· Strengthen a country’s democratic process and maximize political stability and security. 


How social integration can achieve these things:

· Participatory dialogue: Dialogue is the process of coming together to build mutual understanding and shared meaning, to build trust across differences, and to create positive outcomes through conversation. Dialogue provides a safe space for building relations, and can facilitate – among conflicting parties with fundamental disagreements – the development or deepening of human connection, and enhance mutual understanding and trust through learning about each other’s viewpoints. Communication, direct encounters, and mutual understanding are crucial to conflict prevention, reconciliation, rehabilitation, peace-building, and the creation of democratic, integrated and cohesive societies. 

· Diversity: One of the primary goals of social integration is to achieve a truly diverse and harmonious society. Social integration aims to ensure that society is accepting of all people, rather than forcing people to adjust to a certain society. Social integration processes involve bringing together diverse social groups through a pattern of actions that allow them to relate to one another more harmoniously. Through this process, diverse persons and groups find commonalities and similarities that can become the basis for mutual understanding and joint action. Diversity can be based on age, race, gender, ethnicity, religion, disability, nationality, or any other difference. 

· Safe spaces: Active participation and engagement need “spaces” where they can take place and be facilitated and sustained. Such spaces need to be safe and accessible to all, and governments need to provide such spaces. 


The Conference
The Commission will meet to discuss social integration as a whole, focusing on questions such as:

· How do we personally measure social integration?

· Are we currently achieving an inclusive society?

· Are the member states currently encouraging participatory dialogue, diversity, and safe spaces? Are they supportive of a “society for all” in which all members and stakeholders have a voice in the decision-making process? Has such a society been yet achieved or not?

· How can we promote participatory dialogue as a key catalytic mechanism, through activities such as awareness raising, capacity building, education, and training?

· What resources should be given and utilized to encourage a greater dialogue between parties?

· How can the UN departments and agencies engage in internal dialogue in order to share information on their activities and experiences relating to dialogue, share expertise and seek opportunities for collaboration? 

· How can the UN and member states engage with the wider community of civil society and business interests?

· How can we increase public participation in government policy formulation and implementation processes? 

· How can we integrate participatory dialogue processes into development strategies? 

