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The Inter-American Conference on Social Security (CISS) is a specialized international technical

organization, with permanent character. The CISS was founded by the Social Security Directors of

the Continent in a 1942 meeting in Santiago de Chile.

The CISS has as its main objective the development of social security in the Americas. In order to

attain this goal it fosters the diffusion of achievements in social security, cooperation and exchange

of experiences among social security institutions.

Through its publications, the CISS gathers and disseminates social security studies across the

Americas, while making policy recommendations for the consideration of planners of programs

and policies throughout the Continent.
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This Americas Social Security Report deals with the relation between economic cycles and social

insurance. Needless to say, this is pretty much why we have social security. Many other goals often

related to the public discourse to pension, health, or unemployment insurance take a back seat to

the issues of massive employment loss, of increased uncertainty by families around their economic

ability to care for the old, the disabled and the children, and of the fear of facing a grave illness and

not being able to access adequate health care services.

This report aims to provide a view of some of the main issues that have arisen since mid-

2008. Then it became clear that a good part of the world economic system was in for a rough ride

because of a recession that many world economists believed would be deep and long-lasting. Later

in September 2008, when a banking panic in many countries compromised the financial basis of the

world’s financial system, unemployment rates marched relentlessly upward. By the first quarter of

2009, the unemployment rates of virtually every country had suffered.

This report analyzes outstanding issues such as the limits of unemployment insurance and

the lack of it in many countries, the challenges faced by financially weakened national governments

to face the problem of lack of coverage, and the structural deficiencies of pension systems that

have been stressed by the fall in asset prices brought about by the economic downturn.

The first chapter relates our times to those of the Great Depression. The historical

comparison shows two key differences: governments today are much better prepared to support

the national economy to deal with the recession, and social security provides a framework to avoid

conditions of excessive financial hardship to families. The second chapter discusses the reality

that current unemployment rates may continue to be an issue long after the current recession

ends. Long-term unemployment is a present danger for most countries in our region, and will shape

our economies for years to come. In the midst of our countries’ changing economies, however, real

wages have remained steady. Chapter III concentrates on the issues of unemployment insurance

and presents the conclusion that, while there has been a favorable evolution of these programs

from Canada to Chile, many other countries still do not make use of this basic social protection

tool.

Chapter IV addresses the questions surrounding pension systems, which have suffered the

most from the global economic events. From North to South America, pension funds have suffered

major losses, and it is unlikely that those retiring in the next 5 to 10 years will completely recover

the pension levels they expected before the crises. The weakening of national treasuries means

that this is not just a "capitalization problem." "Pay-as-you-go systems" will also experience more

difficulties in paying the higher pensions that were expected. The text supports the view that

improving governance of these pension systems has not always been at the forefront of the reform

agenda since the nineties, and that the current crisis underlines these structural problems.
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Finally, Chapter V summarizes results of research by the CIESS on the future of health insurance

and national health expenditures. Far from being put in the backburner, the issues around health

insurance have come to the forefront of the political debate across the Americas. In light of the

current economic climate, perhaps this is not so surprising. The value of social insurance is heightened

in times of economic recession; safety is not a luxury, but a basic fabric of a peaceful contemporary

society. This report deals with a very specific issue: how much can we expect each country to spend in

health services in the decades to come? It provides results for all countries, and hopefully it will trigger

research across the Continent on the topic. Controversies on health insurance hinge closely on this

point.

At this point in time, it is not possible to argue convincingly in favor of the prompt recovery of

the global economy, however, it is quite possible to work on improving social security programs.

Gabriel Martinez

Secretary-General


