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1. Involvement in promoting a pro-poor 
agenda in policy dialogue  

 
We seek to push a pro poor agenda in specific ways. 

o Together with a number of bilateral donors 
(CIDA [Canadian International Development 
Agency], Norway, and the Netherlands) we 
issued five joint statements pertaining to social 
issues (poverty, human rights, education, 
access to resources, etc) during the PDF – 
Pakistan Development Forum 2006 

o SDC is an active member of the Donor Poverty 
Reduction Working Group, which discusses 
and provides comment to the government on 
PRSP I and II. This is essentially policy dialogue 
with the national government – the Planning 
Commission and the PRSP secretariat based 
within it. 

o We contribute to the Inter-Agency Gender and 
Development Group (INGAD), helping to bring 
about the “engendering” of the PSRP and 
Pakistan Development Forum. 

In addition to the three above, we have an annual 
bilateral consultation with the NWFP government 
regarding poverty alleviation. 
 
2.  Whose policy we seek to influence 
 
I would say we try to influence policies at different levels 
and with various actors – the provincial government of 
NWFP; the private sector, partners’ organisations, 
donors; and local NGOs. 
1. The NWFP is the area in which we concentrate 

many field activities, and here we have tried to 
influence the provincial government with regard to  
o Agriculture policy 
o Access to and control over natural resources 
o Access to markets and finance - in particular 

micro-finance 
2. SDC is strongly involved in the implementation of 

the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. We try to 
promote harmonisation in addressing poverty 
issues, and the political and economic participation 
of the poor and marginalised. A concrete result of 
this is 6-7 projects with basket funding – where we 
have joined efforts with CIDA, Norway, the 
Netherlands, USAID and DFID in different 
combinations to implement projects. 

3. We support local NGO partners such as SPARC 
and Shirkat Gah that deal with human rights and 

women’s rights. In discussing their activities, we 
influence their policy and approach to a certain 
extent. 

 
3. Choice of policy or policy issues  
 
There are several aspects involved in our choice of 
policy issues. 
 
1. SDC modestly challenges the government in 

broadening its view of poverty away from the simple 
and strong belief that growth is the only way out of 
poverty. We contest this, arguing that the trickle 
down theory has been largely dis-sproven – and that 
tackling resource distribution, and trying to make it 
more equitable, is an essential part of tackling 
poverty. Promoting a Human Rights Based-
Approach and womens’ empowerment are also key 
ingredients in this regard. SDC tries to bring to the 
debate control over and access to resources such 
as land, water, basic education, justice, and 
finances, using examples from the field. 

2. We look at ways in which we can have maximum 
effect through working with partners who have an 
influence – e.g. INGAD, SPARC, UNICEF (United 
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund), 
ILO (International Labour Organisation), etc. 

3. SDC promotes and manages a number of external 
reviews of projects and programmes to highlight 
important aspects and show what can be done.  

 
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor 
 
We have to be modest – for example, if we can support 
a community to gain a better price for its products, or to 
improve quality and thus gain a better market position, 
we consider this to be a success. However, policies 
should be pitched at a longer-term/higher level – to be 
successful, they must be sustainable. We believe in 
grass-roots experiences combined with policy 
dialogue; for example, demonstrating that a change in 
access to resources – a basic human right - in favour of 
local people has had an important impact on poverty. 
However, often the government officials will agree – but 
nothing changes. 
 
I have to say that it is very difficult to reach the extreme 
poor; this is illustrated in the booklet we released 
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“Voices and Views of the Poor”. I am concerned about 
this, but it really is a difficult issue to tackle. 
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
Usually we have a dual approach – bottom up and top 
down, but with the emphasis on the former – on the 
community. Unless communities and local organisations 
are empowered, and the legal framework improves, a 
pro-poor approach is not sustainable. 
 
At the macro-level, SDC is engaged in negotiating frame 
conditions with local governments – at district and at 
provincial level, for example, with regard to land 
distribution or access to water, to get affordable services 
and justice. In the SDC- funded projects managed by 
Intercooperation in natural resources management 
portfolio, we had successes in negotiating with the 
Forest Department that protected forests, rather than 
being solely in the hands of the Department, should be 
managed jointly with the community. This sometimes 
means user groups, sometimes particular settlements 
(villages), sometimes the Union Councils (the smallest 
administrative unit) – it depends on the circumstances, 
there are different mechanisms. 
 
We have a HRBA (Human Rights Based Approach) that 
forms the overall approach for SDC’s country strategy in 
Pakistan (2006 – 2010). This document has been 
through many drafts over the past two and a half years, 
but it is now about to be published. 
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
I have already mentioned the main mechanisms of 
donor coordination that exist in the country. Pakistan is a 
signatory of the Paris Declaration, of which I am a strong 
supporter. Going alone does not make sense unless we 
have a highly specialised niche – so we try to build 
alliances as much as possible. One example is support 
for grassroots assistance in local elections – in which we 
participated in a basket funding with four other donors, 
DFID (British Department for International 
Development), the Netherlands, CIDA (Canadian 
Agency for International Development), and Norway. 
There was a useful UNDP report on donor coordination 
in Pakistan subsequent to the Paris Declaration that 
came out recently, just before the Pakistan Development 
Forum 2006, which was partially discussed with the 
government. The donor community is still waiting for a 
follow up. 
 
SDC is of course a small donor in Pakistan, so working 
with others makes sense. SDC has a good reputation for 
quality, consistency, effectiveness and efficiency, quick 
and clear decision making, no hidden agenda, managing 
for results, grassroots expertise, human rights, is well 
positioned on microfinance and devolution, and has 
good knowledge of the local situation. This means that 
other donors are interested to work with us – for 
example, DFID approached us recently to see if we 
would work with them in two projects, one on 

livelihoods, and the other on access to micro-
finances. 
 
Regarding harmonisation, certainly the less 
decentralised organisations are, the less they are able to 
coordinate with other donors at the country level, as they 
do not have sufficient room for manoeuvre. The 
individuals concerned also make a big difference, of 
course – as to whether they place priority on donor 
coordination.  
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
If I think of specific outcomes for communities with which 
we have worked, the following spring to mind. 
 
1. Through our policy of promoting micro-finance and 

a supportive regulatory framework, working with the 
State Bank of Pakistan, we can now see that there is 
more interest in micro-finance within the banking 
sector. New branches are opening in smaller 
provincial towns, resulting in an extension of credit 
facilities geographically, and to smaller clients.  This 
is definitely a pro-poor development. 

2. Our contribution to policies regarding access to 
natural resources in NWFP has been clearly 
successful. There the government accepted that it 
would be beneficial to have a form of joint forest 
management between the people and the 
government; it was the experience of the IC projects 
that was used to influence decisions in this regard. 

3. With regard to child rights, we have a long 
collaboration with the provincial and national 
government and UNICEF and ILO as well, with the 
result that all civil servants dealing with child labour, 
and related to this, human rights and women’s 
rights, are now fully informed about international 
conventions in these issues. This we achieved 
through policy dialogue, training workshops, etc over 
a substantive period of time. 

 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
One can have a constructive policy dialogue in a way 
that the government can accept feedback (rather than 
taking it as any criticism). Indeed, one can do this well - 
but then be faced with no action. Thus the main 
challenge is to facilitate the government to take the lead 
in donor coordination, and to take ownership of the 
process.  
 
The main link between donors and the government is 
through the Ministry of Finances, and specifically 
through the Economic Affairs Division (EAD), with which 
SDC has an annual bilateral consultation. One area in 
which we had good direct collaboration with the 
government was over the reaction to the earthquake in 
NWFP – where we have worked closely with the 
government Earthquake Rehabilitation and 
Reconstruction Authority (ERRA). There, for example, 
SDC, UN Habitat and GTZ (German agency for 
technical cooperation) were able to influence a change 
in government policy regarding housing – resulting in 
acceptance that concrete buildings were not necessary, 
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and that houses could be constructed instead using 
timber, or a mix of timber and stones. 
 
The overall lesson learned is that it takes time, energy 
and human resources to have a policy dialogue – it 
needs continuity. It also needs like-minded people who 
share the same values. For some donors, for example, 
the Ambassador can have a huge influence – if he or 
she is not in favour of joining hands in policy dialogue, 
all efforts can be thwarted. Also, when a group of donor 
representatives starts working together, a team spirit is 
gradually built up which can be easily broken when one 
or two members leave, and the whole process has to be 
started again. 
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  
 
There are quite a lot of negative examples in a 
document that we recently brought out, the “Views and 
Voices of the Poor”. This well illustrates how limited we 
are in development cooperation in our capacity to really 
change the lives of the poorest of the poor for the better.  
 
If I think of positive stories, one is of a woman who, 
through interaction with a project of ours, gained the 
necessary self-confidence to put herself forward to be 
elected as a local councillor. Probably we have more 
and more people in project areas slowly realising that 
they can do something themselves to change their lives, 
but it is a slow process. Nevertheless the greatest step 
in development is when people reach this self-
realisation. Unfortunately it is very difficult to measure 
such effects of projects in classical monitoring and 
evaluation, to know what pro-poor results one might 
have achieved. 
 
Interview with: Jane Carter 
Bern, January 2007 
 
 
Denis Bugnard has a background as an electrical 
engineer, but has now worked in development 
cooperation for over thirty years. He was Country 
Director then Desk Officer for West Africa (Mali and 
Niger) at SDC-Bern before joining the Evaluation and 
Controlling Division. He worked for SDC in Nepal for five 
years before being posted to Pakistan in 2002 – first as 
Deputy Country Director and then Country Director – in 
both cases as a job share with his wife Kathy Schneitter.  
 


