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Note: “we” in this interview refers to the current 
leadership in COOF Nepal. 
 
1. Involvement in promoting a pro-poor 

agenda in policy dialogue   
 
The way we understand poverty in Nepal is not only 
from an economic poverty but also from an equity 
perspective, particularly linked to social exclusion. Our 
definition of poverty thus combines discrimination (on 
the basis of caste, ethnicity and gender) and economic 
status – through which we identify disadvantaged 
groups, or DAGs . The concept of DAGs was a big step 
forward for SDC in Nepal, as when we came here in 
2003, we realised that there are too many definitions of 
poverty used (such as marginalized groups, slow 
groups, ultra poor) in the different projects, and that a 
common understanding was needed in order to address 
poverty in a more focused and comprehensive way. If 
we want to contribute to poverty alleviation, we have to 
target and thus understand the reality of the 40% of 
Nepali who live under the poverty line and suffer from 
discrimination, rather than focussing on the “poorest of 
the poor” – the last 5%. This discussion is also 
conducted with the government and its line agencies in 
the field of rural infrastructure, natural resource 
management, health, and education.  
 
2. Whose policy we seek to influence  
 
Influencing policy is a major thrust of our work – in this 
sense, we try to influence whoever and wherever we 
can! SDC’s strength and comparative advantage is that 
we can refer in the pro-poor policy discussion to our 
field experiences  and our closeness to the target 
group. Our approach in the pro-poor policy discussion is 
to contribute through concrete and practical problems, 
rather than through abstract and theoretical discourses. 
For example, under our strategic road support 
programme, we realised that the length workers  have 
frequently received their salaries after many months of 
delay. In order to correct this problem, we intervened at 
the highest level within the Ministry, and the situation 
was finally resolved.  
 
3. Choice of  policy or policy issues  
 
This is based on our assessment and understanding of 
needs. When we came to Nepal, the country was in full-
fledged conflict. We soon realized that even though 

there is no linear relationship between the centuries old 
social conflicts and the comparative young armed 
political power struggle, it was obvious that the need to 
address social problems and to promote appropriate 
distribution of resources and power will be fundamental 
for lasting peace. Thus a solid analysis of the context 
and an assessment of field experiences are our driving 
forces for the selection of the right policy issues. 
 
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor  
 
Our approach is to be concrete, and as far as we can, 
action research oriented. For example, we introduced a 
tool known as Functional Cost Performance Analysis , 
in which we have defined “beneficiary level” – that is the 
people who should benefit from our outputs (e.g. bridge 
and road users), and “receiver level” – that is, the staff 
and service providers or construction worker (e.g. road 
construction worker) who receives salaries and funds to 
implement projects. Through this, we monitor fund flow 
to keep a track of the amount of money that actually 
reaches the target groups, disaggregated by economic 
poverty and social discrimination. Of course this is in 
economic terms only, but it is an important mean which 
helps us to steer our projects to become more pro-poor 
focussed. In addition, we closely monitor inclusion of 
discriminated people in all kinds of user groups (such as 
forest user groups, mother groups, road user groups etc) 
to complement the economic assessment. We also 
introduced a workforce diversity policy  allowing us to 
employ staff from diverse social backgrounds with more 
natural empathy for and less social barriers towards our 
target group. 
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
We try to understand the ground realities by first 
internalising as a team, stressing learning, and 
simplifying complex things to a level that can be 
managed. Based on this we take decisions about equity, 
social inclusion and livelihoods. We realised for 
example, that to ensure inclusion of DAG in user groups, 
we have to introduce various forms of incentive systems. 
Our projects work on these, mainly at the level of 
empowerment, whilst we take up the lessons learned at 
a higher level. The whole programme is managed on a 
learning-based approach within the team – and at key 
moments in the project cycle – yearly planning, reviews, 
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phase planning, we try to introduce the lessons learned. 
Our approach is very much one of knowledge 
management.  
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
Given that we have just emerged from an armed conflict 
situation, we do not have a very strong donor group 
focusing on “pro-poor” aspects specifically – because 
there are so many other aspects to deal with. But we do 
work with other donors on many issues – the closest to 
the topic being the Social Inclusion Action Group , 
SIAG, in which we try to further understanding on 
discrimination. The other core members of this group are 
DFID (British Department for International 
Development), SNV (Netherlands Development 
Organisation), CCO (Canadian Cooperation Office), the 
World Bank and UNDP (United Nations Development 
Programme). We meet at least once a month. Often one 
donor takes the lead to present a special learning that 
we then discuss, although the different topics are not 
pre-defined. We have decided to set up a secretariat; we 
want to have a web page on which we can share our 
learning. One good input has been from the World Bank, 
which set up a study coordinated by an anthropologist 
with many years experience in Nepal (Lynn Bennett) on 
social inclusion (“Unequal Citizens”). This study raises 
12 specific points to promote social inclusion as a 
guideline for all agencies working in this field. In the 
SIAG we try to map out these points, and take the 
discussion further. However, I have to say that the group 
is not attended by the senior management of the 
agencies – and my experience is that if national or junior 
staff alone attends, it is difficult to move forward – there 
is a risk of becoming just a talk shop.  
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
Perhaps the best example is from our road programme. 
The length workers  – those who have responsibility for 
maintaining specific lengths of road – are from 
economically poor backgrounds. We pushed hard with 
the Department of Roads that they should receive a 
proper work contract, with entitlement to holidays, 
insurance, and also a one-day workshop per year to 
discuss issues of relevance to them. This has now 
become national policy – it was brought in last year, in 
August. 
 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
The main challenge is changing entrenched attitudes. 
Let me give an example. When we were negotiating with 
the Department of Roads about the contract for the 
length workers , and for them to have one day of 
holiday per week (a Saturday or Sunday), someone 
asked, “But why do they need a holiday?” 
 
I can list a number of lessons 
o One needs a lot of time for discussion and 

persistence; one should not give up, but keep issues 
on the agenda. 

o It is important to keep to concrete issues based on 
practical field experiences  in order to contribute to 
concrete and tangible changes. 

o It is important to be a role model as an institution 
and as staff members (walk the talk), in order to be 
recognised as a committed partner.  

o Engage with people at all levels in discussion and 
challenge those who hold the power. 

o Do not rely on trickle down effects; this does not 
work in a context of complex social systems such as 
Nepal. 

 
A more negative lesson for me is that there is still a very 
long way to go, and changes do not come as fast as 
they should. It is very difficult to digest poverty; after 
many years in development work, it still hurts me very 
personally. 
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  
 
This is not my story, but of a member of our staff. I have 
mentioned that we have introduced a workforce 
diversity policy  for the SDC programme to which we 
are very committed. It is nevertheless a big topic of 
discussion all the time since it challenges the traditional 
power relations. The person responsible for overseeing 
its implementation is very committed professionally but 
also personally to the workforce diversity policy and 
linked to social inclusion, as illustrated in the small story 
she told me recently. She was at home, and an umbrella 
maker came to her door. These umbrella makers are 
very poor people from a Dalit caste of the Terai, and 
people often treat them with little respect. She started to 
chat with him, and asked him about his family, where he 
came from, etc, and she was happy to learn about his 
background but also sensed how difficult life was for 
him. She offered him a gift of an old rucksack that would 
make it easier for him to carry his umbrellas, but he was 
very hesitant to take it. She was impressed by his 
dignity, and the fact that he did not want to take 
something from her for nothing. This story touched me, 
as it shows that she had taken her work into her private 
life – and that is what will make the difference, if 
everyone does so.  
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