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1. Overview
The objective of the roundtable was to hear the views of practitioners in partner countries concerning the place of social protection in the European Union’s development cooperation. There was large variation in how participants viewed the scale and scope of social protection. The broadest definition was that social protection should be seen a human right and that countries need to integrate their strategies for social protection with human rights. A corollary was that social justice and equity, rather than growth, needed to be placed centre stage. Other – often implicit – definitions took a narrower, more instrumental perspective. And whatever the definition, questions of how to implement and with what instruments, coverage and funding formed the major part of the discussion. For example, ASEAN had adopted a policy strategy for 2011-2015 but the challenge was now implementation, including, for example, the issue of the portability of rights across borders. Regarding implementation, several core issues concerning design stood out. One was coverage and selection. To what extent was it feasible to cover the informal sector? Further, how could factors causing social exclusion - such as caste - be addressed by social protection? A second concerned the balance between contributory and non-contributory systems. A third concerned the institutional and financing correlates of social protection. 

2. Objectives of social protection 
Three main elements emerged in the discussion. 
The first concerned the provenance of social protection and the respective weights of equity and/or efficiency objectives. Some held that the principal objective of social protection was redistributive and that the dominant model emphasising growth needed to be rethought. There was a broad consensus that social policy should, at least partly, be independent of policies aimed at ensuring growth.
The second concerned design principles, principally the application of contributory and/or non-contributory schemes and their respective relevance and feasibility. These included issues of coverage, incentives and financing, notably the balance between tax, debt and donor funding. 
The third concerned the process of experimentation and local adaptation, including the integration of existing forms of social protection. 
A common refrain was that countries should determine their own priorities in social protection – including the balance between equity and efficiency - rather than having it imposed from outside.  The diversity of conditions in Asia also ruled out template models and spoke to the need for tailored solutions. Further, European style contributory programmes targeted at retirement, employment and health risk were generally seen as having limited applicability, mainly on financing grounds, but also because of incentive issues.  It was also argued that contributory / insurance based systems were largely irrelevant for countries such as India or the Pacific Islands given both the scale of poverty and exclusion, as well as the forces viewed as driving those outcomes, notably an economic model emphasising trade liberalisation, privatisation and the dis-empowerment of specific communities. By contrast, in China solidarity objectives were being emphasised with the allied objective of building an insurance (contributory) based system for both retirement and employment. Similarly, in Indonesia, building contributory programmes was seen as central but difficult, given the reluctance of individuals to contribute to government run programmes, as against those run by NGOs and other agencies. In fact, the issue of contributions was often not so much about affordability and more about willingness to subscribe. People needed to be persuaded of the value of contributory programmes. For example, in existing Asian health insurance programmes, out-of-pocket expenses tended to be very high.

The balance between passive versus active or promotional mechanisms of social protection was raised. One view was that social protection should aim to create economic opportunities and manage vulnerabilities, viz., to be less about providing welfare and more about investment in people to generate opportunities. For example, interventions - such as active labour market programmes and vocational training - could address risk by helping recipients take better investment decisions. Although in principle there could be a tension between an investment model of SP (leading to productivity growth) and a redistributive (compensatory) component, in practice these should mostly be seen as complements not substitutes. 
With regard to experimentation, a common question concerned how to absorb or build on existing social protection mechanisms. Many Asian countries already have elements of social protection in place – for example, rotating credit programmes. The broad objective should be to co-opt rather than displace, although this was often complex when there were multiple stakeholders (such as federal and regional governments, as well as NGOs and local communities). Finally, technology can play a facilitating role. In India, a National Health Insurance scheme funded by both federal and state level governments, alongside small monthly contributions from participants, has been set up. It uses cashless transfers with coverage extended to a large number of informal sector workers - 25 million cards covering up to 5 family members have been issued to date.  

2. Affordability

The funding of social protection is a key consideration. It was widely agreed that the basic objective was to design programmes that are affordable and contribute to growth. Financing through taxation rather than debt or aid transfers is generally preferable. However, social insurance programmes in the European mould were viewed as being too costly for most Asian economies. However, a broader – but associated – issue was whether universal schemes should be seen as viable for some middle income countries. Some countries, such as the Philippines, already provided social pensions for the destitute, albeit with large errors of exclusion. It was argued that cross-country evidence showed that the cost of providing universal small-scale pensions did not have to be prohibitive. Universal schemes could have the advantage of being easier to manage and implement with greater political acceptability, particularly if kept at relatively low levels of benefits and associated costs. In some areas – notably pensions – there was no unique or clearly superior funding model available. One option for Asian countries was to try and move towards high coverage/low benefit schemes combined with active encouragement – and incentives – for individual savings, as, for example, among informal sector workers. This approach has the advantage of permitting scalability over time, particularly given the high growth rates and associated increases in tax revenues experienced by most Asian economies. However, in the Pacific Islands, lower growth and the current system of funding of social protection meant a heavy reliance on non-tax sources of revenue. For example, in the Cook Islands, pensions and child benefits are currently funded by government but shifting to a contributory scheme is hampered by political opposition among the population and by a lack of resources, not least because of a shrinking tax base as labour migrates.
Political vision, cycle and framework were also emphasised.  In Europe, the creation of social protection was driven by political and social vision, whether Bismarck in 19th century Germany or Beveridge in post-1945 Britain. The political cycle and tastes have also tended to drive social protection initiatives. But these are not always affordable. For example, in Nepal - emerging from civil strife - social protection objectives have been driven more by political choices than fiscal feasibility and have reflected the current government’s appetite for redistribution. In Indonesia, Parliament recently agreed to provide universal health coverage without as yet addressing the funding issues. Similarly, reducing energy subsidies – now comprising around 10% of government spending and viewed by many in the population as a form of income support – is proving politically very difficult. 

While affordability is generally seen through a funding lens, the concept could also usefully be extended to embrace the institutional factors necessary to deliver politically mandated social protection programmes or initiatives. Indeed – and particularly in lower income countries – institutional capacity and integrity was commonly the major constraint on implementation. Examples include the inability to target and/or deliver transfers effectively. Funding constraints may thus be only one dimension of the wider affordability or feasibility problem. 
3. Employment risk
Dealing with labour market risk is central to any social protection agenda. Even in a country like India where a major issue is livelihood risk – as for example among smallholders – it was also argued that addressing employment risk through contributory programmes should be a policy priority. Yet European style insurance programmes are costly and can have adverse incentive effects. Further, given the size of the informal economy, where under-employment rather than unemployment prevails, including informal workers and firms in any insurance scheme is likely to be challenging. One option may be to extend coverage by using a savings based model for workers outside the formal sector, although this will tend to be limited by low levels of earnings which in turn may require top-ups from public resources.  An associated point was that government could also help address risk in the informal economy by directing resources/incentives to small-scale entrepreneurs as well as specific at-risk categories, such as youth and/or the disabled.

To date, most Asian countries have mainly emphasised policies aimed at stimulating job creation. Job growth has depended on many factors, including a supportive business environment, including labour market institutions that do not impose excessive regulatory costs. However, the balance between employer and worker rights was seen by some as being far too skewed towards employers, leading to a lack of trust. Moving away from the systems of job protection and severance towards providing time-restricted, income support to workers that have been made unemployed is likely to be an important policy objective in the future. European experience with regard to the labour market has been highly diverse. At a minimum, Asian countries could get a sense of best (and worst) practice when designing organised systems of risk management for unemployed workers.
There was also some discussion about the decent work agenda, although it was recognised that the relationship (and causality) between instruments of social protection and decent work – as summarised by indicators like low pay – was not straightforward. Social dialogue and labour standards were seen as important complement to job creation. 
4. Civil Society

It was generally accepted that the participation of civil society in social protection was desirable. The modalities of participation might, however, differ across countries. Some stressed the importance of the social contract – an alternative phrasing was the social compact - and the way in which this could enhance political support for social protection, including the acceptability of taxation. In addition, civil society could contribute through three possible channels. These were, (a) advocacy and empowerment: in some instances, civil society institutions have played a role in creating alternatives – for example, the 'right to food' idea in India.; (b) accountability: challenging standards of social protection that are provided and, (c) service delivery, whether by civil society institutions or otherwise. 

However, there were some caveats. In the first instance, it was argued that civil society should not be narrowed down only to NGOs as there were many other groups / associations that form civil society. Second, civil society institutions were – both Nepal and India were cited – sometimes closely aligned with political parties and the accountability and legitimacy of civil society organisations should also be considered. Third, regarding service delivery, some argued that civil society should not be seen as a major instrument of provision, as the state should remain the main provider.  In similar vein, recourse to civil society institutions for service delivery was often perceived as being driven by motives of cost reduction and downsizing rather than suitability or comparative advantage. Fourth, there was a danger in overburdening civil society institutions with responsibilities, as well as expecting then to play roles best done by elected or representative individuals or institutions.

5. EU Role in Development Cooperation

Three principles were mentioned at the outset. The first was that EU development cooperation was based on the European social model of inclusion and equity. The second was the recognition that emerging markets were now major players in the global economy. The third was the desire for alignment with global initiatives, such as Social Protection Floors. A common element was the objective of making social protection more mainstream. As regards implementation, there would be a stress on donor coordination to provide long term and predictable funding and support. There was a commitment that in future at least 20% of EU aid would be allocated to social inclusion and human development. By 2013, the EU would also have set up an expert facility from Member States to Partner countries and was interested in extending to practitioners from emerging markets (South-South collaboration).
The discussion emphasised again that social protection policies should reflect national priorities and objectives, should not be imposed from outside nor adopt a one-size-fits-all approach. While EU experience was relevant, Asian countries should be able to choose from other countries/models. Further, it was pointed out that donor coordination on the ground was often lacking. It was also important that the EU did not duplicate other efforts and should coordinate better with its constituent parts. Building capacity in existing institutions and social protection programmes was seen as important. The EU’s role was not likely to be in large scale funding, but in assistance with design, advice regarding implementation and general technical assistance. This could also involve supporting exchanges and learning from others' experiences, including within the region.
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