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Disclaimer

It should be noted that I am a former employee of the Council for International Development (Capacity Building Officer).  Like everyone else at CID, I was made redundant following a 90% reduction in IDG/MFAT funding on the 30th of June 2010.

Inquiry into how New Zealand should be supporting the 2015 deadline for the Millennium Development Goals

· I will be focusing my submission on what I know best, which is the nexus between government and NGOs and the importance of this relationship if New Zealand is to make a contribution to achieving the MDGs.  

· Due to government decisions related to aid focus and delivery, I believe that New Zealand’s ability to help reach the MDGs has been greatly hampered.  This is especially unfortunate as recent reports point to achievements towards the goals, but stress that “The leaders and tax-payers of G-8 countries must now keep their aid commitments, with the confidence that their investment is making a tangible and large scale difference.” 1
Argument 1: souring of the partnership between government and NGOs has reduced New Zealand’s ability to coordinate effective work on the MDGs.

· 2009/10 has seen a radical souring of government/NGO partnerships.  Reintegration and downgrading of NZAID into a business unit within MFAT, grossly reducing funding for core organisations like CID, and discontinuing contestable funds for overseas community development and disaster relief represent a critical erosion in government/NGO relations.  The often lauded Strategic Policy Framework2 is now a now dead document.  
· The relationship between MFAT, and more specifically the minister and the international development NGO community can best be described as dysfunctional.  Communication is one-way.  Opinions are not encouraged.  Criticism is met with swift recrimination.  This is not partnership.

· Why is partnership important?  Because the work that development NGOs undertake directly target MDGs.  More important, NGOs work in ways that governments cannot.  For example, CWS works for often 10+ years with local partners to achieve goals related to poverty reduction and inequality.  Tearfund addresses post and antenatal care in slum areas of Phnom Penh.  Family Planning International addresses sexual health issues like HIV in PNG.  The areas where NGOs operate are often remote, the communities they target often lack political voice and the work is very complex and takes years.  Most importantly however, the work of NGOs is politically neutral, they are Non-Government Organisations.  Development and humanitarian aid should not be subject to the political whims and directions of donor countries.  The minister’s desire to more closely align aid with government policy does exactly that.  NGOs and government are therefore fundamentally at odds with ODA. 
· Who says it’s important to have a good working partnership between government and CSO’s?  The Accra Forum in 2008 addressed key shortcomings in the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness signed in 2005 which criticised the lack of civil society participation in the drafting of the declaration, as well as the failure of governments to appreciate the need for CSO involvement in meeting the MDGs.  In other words, governments and civil society recognised that without a partnership between the two bodies, meeting the MDGs was considered difficult if not unlikely.3
· It should be noted that the Accra Forum was signed by the New Zealand government.  Article 20 pledges “We will work with CSOs to provide an enabling environment that maximizes their contributions to development.”3
· If MDGs are to be met, government and NGOs must work symbiotically.  New Zealand must honour what it has signed.

Argument 2: the shift from the broad concept of poverty alleviation, to the narrow focus on sustainable economic development ignores most of the MDGs.

· Sustainable Economic Development has been a key policy of Minister McCully since the election.  It represents a fundamental shift with poverty alleviation seen by the minister as “too lazy and incoherent a guide” for the “choice of where our aid money will go.”4  It will therefore be the New Zealand government who will decide the priorities of development, not communities with whom NGOs work. 
· NGOs ability to advocate on behalf of poor communities is thus negated.  It doesn’t matter what poor communities think or need or whether economic development (however defined) is top priority for individuals.  This is very different from the previous framework where communities were expected to decide for themselves their own needs, then work in partnership with New Zealand NGOs to address those needs, putting limited taxpayer money on projects that pack the greatest punch.  Often, these projects had an economic development aspect to them, but this has not been recognised by the minister.

· In relation to the MDGs, where does this leave any of them?  Is the minister really willing to gamble on a silver bullet of economic development to address all the other forms of poverty which the MDGs highlight?  If so, he may be interested to learn that this silver bullet approach has not worked in the past.  Development is far too complex.  Economic development assumes too much.
· Who says that a focus on poverty alleviation is good?  2005 DAC review stated that NZAID’s “approach to poverty elimination is broad and includes economic growth and peace and security which are fundamental to development”.  The same review found that New Zealand had the “best focused aid programme in the world.”5  Having participated in the 2010 DAC review in June, I can assure you this was not the opinion expressed by NGOs in 2010.  The picture painted for the reviewers was one of chaos and confusion at all levels.  New Zealand will be internationally embarrassed when the report is released in August 2010.
· Under the ‘Copenhagen Consensus’ initiative, eight of the world’s most distinguished economists agreed in 2004 that controlling HIV/AIDS, malaria, and providing micronutrients would yield returns comparable with those of the best economic policies at that time.6
· Worse, I have fielded many phone calls from NGOs worried about continuity of their projects.  What should they tell their overseas partners?  What should they tell the poor communities?  No one knows.  Planning for the future has become nearly impossible and NGOs are now stuck in a holding pattern.

Argument 3: the removal of contestable funds for community development, disaster preparedness and humanitarian aid, constitutes a loss of vital time.
· We are already half way through 2010.  This leaves 4.5 years to do a lot of work.  Former NZ prime minister and UNDP chief, Helen Clark told a Lowy Institute conference in Sydney that “more needs to be done if people are going to benefit from the goals”7, an opinion backed up by Ban Ki-moon who stated in June "It is clear that improvements in the lives of the poor have been unacceptably slow…”8  

· In other words, we aren’t there yet and there’s a lot of work to do in a short amount of time.

· Too bad that Minister McCully has chosen this time to dismantle the key vehicle for getting this work done through NGOs, namely the community development and disaster risk reduction/emergency response funds (KOHA and HAF).  Both funds have been in existence (sometimes under different names), for the past 35 years.  At the moment, sparse, confusing and ill-thought out proposals for a new funding regime have been released with little detail and even less hints at when the new scheme will be operational.
· Key NGOs have complained to me personally about how this uncertainty has impacted planning.  Much of the work that NGOs are doing towards MDGs is up in the air, or even screeching to a halt.  If a tsunami happens on the 2nd of July, New Zealand does… what?  At the recent DAC review this question was posed.  No one had an answer.
· NGOs will now spend at least the next year coasting, wondering what they can commit too, wasting time.  With only 4.5 years to work, the loss of a year is indefensible.  

Conclusion

· New Zealand’s ability to help achieve the MDGs has been critically undermined.  It’s unclear what approach the government is taking towards MDGs, or indeed towards development outside of the hazily defined “sustainable economic development” mantra.

· Sadly, the minister has pulled off a vanishing act: vanishing funding streams, vanishing partnership, vanishing frameworks, vanishing ideas, vanishing trust.  A robust, efficient and cheap to operate funding vehicle which could address the MDGs as expressed by communities, and more impressively react instantly to disasters has been replace with… what?  The NGO community doesn’t know.  Overseas partners don’t know and neither do the communities they work with.  Most importantly for the minister, New Zealand taxpayers i.e voters don’t know either.
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