SPEECH BY HON. MINISTER OF EDUCATION

SRi lanka
Mr. Chairman,

Dr. R. L. Bhatia,

Distinguished Guests,

Distinguished Academics and Professionals

Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is indeed a great privilege and honor to have been invited to attend this august assembly. Let me thank at the outset Dr. Bhatia and his foundation for organizing this unique event, to mark the World CSR Day. Let me take this opportunity to say a few ideas about the importance of having a global platform to carry forward the message of CSR to the people who matter. 

The idea that corporate social responsibility (CSR) should go beyond the responsibility for profit maximization was a point for debate in the 1970s. The notion that in a private capitalist economy, corporate firms must have a responsibility to its community and society at large was challenged by many in the West, saying the idea had its roots in socialism and communism. 
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The Nobel Prize Winning Professor Milton Friedman, in a classic article to New York Times in November 1970, declared that it’s the individuals who carry responsibilities, not business organizations. He declared that the sole responsibility of corporate business is to maximize its profits and maximize the value of the enterprise. Business pays taxes to government who in turn will look after social issues, Friedman argued. 

The concept of CSR has, since then, been subjected to much debate world around. Today, in the words of Harvard University business Professor Michael Porter, CSR is an integral part of business strategy.  There are many stakeholders of business including its community members whose interests should seriously be taken into account by all forms of business.

         CSR gained popular appeal with the global concerns for environment protection that  emerged in the 1980s.   
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Twenty years ago, a twelve-years old girl, Severn Suzuki of Canada, stood up the podium of Earth Summit in June 1992 in Rio de Janeiro.  
The media reported  that she managed to silence the ‘world’ for five minutes during her speech. She appealed to the delegates and world leaders to consider future generations in their decision making, put an end to environmental destruction and think about social justice, saying “if you don’t know how to fix it, please stop breaking it,” adding “do not forget who you are attending these conferences for your own children – you are deciding what kind of a world we are growing up in.” She challenged them to make their actions reflect their words.  

Escalating environment degradation has drawn the growing  attention of all nations. Acid Rain, Air Pollution, Global Warming, Hazardous Waste, Ozone Depletion, Smog, Water Pollution, Overpopulation, and Rain Forest Destruction have become major concerns. Economic activities of business organizations have seamlessly contributed to growing environment problems. 
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Nations are eager to see as to   how the business Organizations mitigate environment damages while meeting business challenges. 
 The well known Marketing Guru, Philip Kotler says that “Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a commitment to improve community well- being through business practices and contributions of corporate resources”.  

There is an increasing recognition that good environmental performance makes good business sense. Environmental risk and uncertainties impact to some extent on all companies, investment decisions, consumer behaviour and government policy. 

Management of energy and search for green sources of energy, is an example for the influence of CSR on strategic  thinking in business community. Failure to plan for future in which environmental factors are likely to be increasingly significant may risk the long-term future of the business itself. 
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Mr. Chairman, let me now turn myself to the global concerns of CSR in terms of Global Sustainable Development Goals. 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), otherwise known as the Global Goals, are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity.
These 17 Goals build on the successes of the Millennium Development Goals, while including new areas such as climate change, economic inequality, innovation, sustainable consumption, peace and justice, among other priorities. 
The goals are interconnected – often the key to success on one will involve tackling issues more commonly associated with another.
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The SDGs work in the spirit of partnership and pragmatism to make the right choices now to improve life, in a sustainable way, for future generations. They provide clear guidelines and targets for all countries to adopt in accordance with their own priorities and the environmental challenges of the world at large.  

The SDGs are an inclusive agenda. They tackle the root causes of poverty and unite us together to make a positive change for both people and planet. Supporting the 2030 Agenda is a top priority for Sri Lanka, and certainly my Ministry of Education. 

The SDGs provide us with a common plan and agenda to tackle some of the pressing challenges facing our world such as poverty, climate change and conflict. I believe most of you who are present here today have the experience and expertise to drive progress and help support countries on the path to sustainable development.
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Education can play a key role in supporting SDGs. In Sri Lanka, my government has already initiated education reforms that will have far reaching impact on achieving SDGs in the country. The greatest social responsibility we have in education is to ensure that the youth who leave the school system to join the labor market are capable of deciding their future.
In our reforms agenda, we are giving more attention to skills development and vocational education.  Our policies will soon guarantee all students in junior schools to enter senior school at grade 12 and receive education with a choice. Already we have four streams of study, namely Science, Arts, Commerce, and Technology. In addition, we are now introducing a new  stream in vocational studies.
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In the vocational areas, we will give students a choice of 24 vocations to select from. With the skills and work attitudes that they receive, our youth will join the market place with confidence, and the school dropout rate will drop to a near zero. This is one of our great social responsibilities in education.

Ladies and gentlemen, I spoke at length. I wanted to say in whatever the roles we play in our organizations, we must work in the framework of social responsibility. We will succeed on the day we make our living environment sustainable. For this end, we must work together. Mr. Chairman, you have given the leadership for this noble purpose. 

I congratulate you for your success.

Thank you. 
