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Symposium convened by Prof Leila Patel, CSDA, University of Johannesburg; Prof James Midgley, the University of California, Berkley; Honorary Professor of Social Development at CSDA; and Dr Marianne S. Ulriksen, CSDA, University of Johannesburg
Symposium on social protection in Southern Africa
There is growing recognition globally that a basic set of social transfers is a key element to realizing human rights. UN agencies, with the International Labour Organization (ILO) in the lead, is promoting the social protection floor, which suggests that countries need to provide cash or in- kind social transfers to create minimum income security and access to essential services. At the same time, many countries in Africa have expanded social protection dramatically – whether it is social pensions in Lesotho, the child support grant in South Africa or the productive safety net programme in Ethiopia.
To take stock of these recent developments and discuss ways forward, the Centre for Social Development in Africa (CSDA) hosted an International Symposium themed Social Protection in Southern Africa: New Opportunities for Social Development at the University of Johannesburg from 23-25 May 2011. The symposium brought together specialists from the ILO and other UN and donor agencies, Northern scholars and experts as well as African researchers and practitioners from countries such as South Africa, Uganda, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Botswana and Zimbabwe.
Many themes related to social protection and social development were presented and discussed (see programme, including list of participants). The following sums up general findings and concerns as brought forward by the participants:

· It is often unclear how social protection is defined and what the goals of social protection are. Consequently, social protection has become a catch phrase for numerous policies, programmes and goals leading to unrealistically high expectations of what can be achieved with social protection. Consensus on the core aspects of social protection and what social protection policies aim to achieve would clarify such ambiguity.
· It was agreed that there is a need to more firmly link social and economic policies. Specifically, social protection and labour policies need to be addressed simultaneously. In the North social protection was developed alongside transformation in the labour market. In Africa many countries have introduced social protection without due consideration to its relation to economic strategies of liberalization and a large informal economy. A stronger connection between social and economic policies can enhance the developmental impact of social protection. There was agreement that social protection is an investment in human capital development. 
· Large segments of the population in Africa are working in the informal sector which is unregulated and where workers have no access to employment related benefits. Particularly women are vulnerable in this situation – they often earn much less than men and also undertake unrecognised work, such as care for children and the elderly. Innovative policies are needed to include informal sector employees in country social protection strategies.
· While social protection was acknowledged as having a positive impact on the livelihoods of the poor, the implementation of social protection has many challenges. This includes issues of corruption and lack of capacity in many countries. Furthermore, donor-driven programmes are often unsustainable and at times not in line with country priorities. Donors’ contribution to social protection expansion would improve if donors strive to support national policy priorities, minimise policy intrusion, and streamline donor support.
· The role of politics in efforts to expand social protection was a strong thread throughout the symposium. There was recognition that even with comprehensive and carefully planned social protection strategies, much in the end depends on the willingness and interest of those with economic and political power to support the idea of a basic minimum standard of living for all. Furthermore, social protection policies is a contested electoral issue – with some groups strongly supporting these social policies while others remain opposed to its expansion. Hence, there is a need to better understand the role of social protection in shaping electoral politics.
· Throughout the symposium concerns were raised about the long term financial sustainability of large-scale transfer programmes. While the symposium participants were pro-social protection, they cautioned against designing programs without a clear financing strategy for long term affordability.
· Countries of the developing world are expanding and experimenting with social protection programs, thereby providing innovation and new models of addressing poverty and inequality which are relevant to both the North and the South. There was agreement that there should be closer interaction, engagement and learning from social developmentalists from the global South and the Northern scholars who are approaching social protection from a social policy and social security tradition. The symposium was a welcome opportunity for building partnerships across countries, continents, fields of work, and academic disciplines. Exchange of this kind will advance knowledge of social protection and its role in promoting development and well-being on the African continent.
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