Reality of Aid 2004

Human Rights and Governance

The Reality of Aid 2004 calls for all actors in the global aid regime to entrench the discourse of human rights, not only in their policies, but also in their practices for international cooperation to achieve the Millennium Development Goals and the eradication of poverty. – Reality of Aid 2004
The obligation to respect, protect and fulfill human rights rests with the State. But the extent to which individual governments recognize and discharge their human rights obligations varies widely. These obligations are established in internationally agreed human rights instruments such as the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  

Development cooperation could and should play a key role in enabling the international community to work together to implement a legally binding international human rights framework.   

In 1986, the United Nations adopted the Declaration on the Right to Development. Since then, efforts to make this document a binding legal instrument have failed due to the lack of support from developed countries and International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

Citizen rights, empowerment and improved equality are essential conditions for overcoming poverty.  Development is a political process that engages people, particularly the poor and powerless, in negotiating with each other, with their governments, and with the world community for policies and rights that advance their livelihood and secure their future in their world.

Democratic Governance and Ending Global Poverty

The question of democratic governance is also at the heart of effective strategies to end global poverty.  The donor community, however, has become preoccupied with its own notions of “good governance”, covering an ever-wider field of activities ranging from economic policies to counter-terrorism. 

When the result of “good governance” policies is the poor having to pay for privatized water, international companies extracting profits from fragile southern economies and the most vulnerable people having to bear the risks of unemployment in a capricious global market , then the relationship between these “good governance” policies and poverty reduction must be questioned. 

Donors must shift the emphasis of their policies from their own notions of “good” governance to “democratic” governance. The latter understands governance as a culturally and country-specific democratic means for the exercise of peoples’ rights, which ensures equity, promotes social solidarity and sustainable livelihoods.  By contrast, the World Bank and donors adopt a technocratic approach to governance with its emphasis on administrative efficiency and policy conditionalities that undermine public process for citizen and parliamentary oversight.

Finding avenues to empower the poor and marginalized to claim their rights for education, for health or basic livelihoods, is the key challenge for all development actors.  Making progress on democratic governance and participation is essential to effective strategies for poverty reduction. 

There is a troubling trend where donors have used the rationale of improved governance to pursue a widening array of 

projects and programs that have little to do with direct poverty reduction.  The starkest example is the increasing use of governance to further donors’ national security interests. In particular, a number of donor countries have directed aid for various counter-terrorism activities under the rubric of “good governance”. 

Bringing Democracy to Multilateral Institutions

Democratic governance must start with the urgent need to bring deep-seated democratic reform to the multilateral system. Citizens look to multilateral institutions to form global democratic consensus and act on priority issues such as fair trade or combating curable diseases.  But these institutions are being sidelined by the US and its allies when they do not serve their immediate and expressed strategic economic and geo-political interests. 

IFIs and the WTO have been widely challenged for their lack of democracy and their rigid defence and promotion of the interests of industrial countries. Reform of these key multilateral financial and trade institutions is effectively blocked through their control by these same powerful countries. 

A democratic and effective United Nations is the responsibility of its member countries.  Leadership is urgently required to make the Security Council and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) strong and effective democratic forums for determining the way forward on urgent global issues.

Reforming Bilateral Donor Practices

Donors must establish realistic timetables to reach their long-standing commitment to finance aid with 0.7% of their Gross National Income.  There is, however,  equally a need for donor strategies that focus exclusively on ending global poverty, and achieving the Millennium Development Goals, grounded in a rights framework. And “local ownership” must be its centerpiece.  

Real local ownership in aid relationships will be found where citizens, and especially the poorest and most marginalized, are acquiring the capacity and power to gain influence over a local, national and global development agendas that have as their ostensible object the improvement of conditions for those living in poverty.

Donors must move beyond a rhetorical respect for local ownership with real change. Donors must strengthen ownership and local accountability by reducing their reliance on highly intrusive conditions for their aid as well as their reliance on donor country technical assistance to assure the implementation of their agenda.  They must untie their aid and orient their trade and investment policies to strengthen local productive capacities and livelihoods for poor people.

Conclusion

The selective and often self-serving way that donors interpret ideas of governance and human rights is not consistent with a genuine rights approach to development and poverty. 

The poorest developing countries often face conflicts between their obligations to comply with binding UN treaty commitments and to IFI or World Trade Organization agreements. In such a situation, governments may be left with no choice but simply to ignore the human rights treaty obligations, as the pressure from largely donor-imposed conditionality is stronger. Countries may be punished for violating IFIs and WTO conditions, but not those of the UN.

Human rights are essentially active and should not merely be “promoted” or “protected”, but are to be practiced and experienced. They have implications for the actions of all donors, governments, and on non-state actors in development cooperation.  

