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1. Involvement in promoting a pro-poor 

agenda in policy dialogue   
 
In Nepal, the word “dialogue” is not a good one. Nepal 
has an excellent PRSP, and frankly there is not much 
need for abstract discussions. The point is not to enter 
into more theoretical discussions with the National 
Planning Commission, the Ministry of Finance, the World 
Bank, etc. This questionnaire itself reflects too much that 
way of thinking – impregnated with World Bank rhetoric, 
rather than with the battle of ordinary people to change 
their lives. I have of course been to all the meetings, and 
praised what there was to praise – which was not 
difficult, as good things have been written and said. As 
an organisation, we have tried hard to understand the 
reality of poverty in Nepal – the social discrimination. For 
example, in forestry, SDC and its forestry project 
together with other donors, NRM (natural resource 
management) projects and the Ministry of Forests and 
Soil Conservation (MFSC) is working in a Gender 
Poverty and Social Exclusion (GPSE)  Monitoring Task 
Team. 
 
This group was first initiated by IUCN with technical and 
financial support from SDC where 25 different 
organisations representing donors, INGOs and MFSC 
were invited to discuss, identify and work on the gender 
and social exclusion issues in the NRM sector. The main 
outcome of this was the development of a common 
monitoring framework (with basic and advanced 
indicators) for NRM projects and initiatives. As all the 
concerned organisations were already in this group, it 
joined to support the MFSC’s initiative to mainstream 
GPSE in NRM.  This joint group meets regularly, the 
focal person in the Department – actually a male 
Brahmin – being very active and committed. However, 
he recently got transferred to one of the districts, and 
now the momentum has been rather lost. From among 
the 25 organisations about 16 have started piloting the 
monitoring indicators in their respective projects, and 
meet regularly to share and further scale up within and 
across other organisations 
 

In almost all sectors we have been trying to work on 
activities that give attention to the economically poorest 
and socially discriminated. We have tried to bring focus 
and awareness on these issues across the programme. 
As a result, many projects have come up with specific 
pro-poor programmes that are often at the margin of 
their main activities and competencies (especially in the 
case of roads and bridge building). Still, I’m not unhappy 
with this – although we have to see how practical it is. 
We have also tried to get each sector to become 
involved in policy debate. Rather than focusing on a 
physical outcome, such as a road – which one can never 
claim is pro-poor in its outcome - we have tried to 
maximise the pro-poor benefits of building infrastructure, 
by ensuring, for example, that the labourers are from the 
poorest in the community. We work with user groups , 
stressing the need for local people to get jobs, and that 
at least 40% should be women. We have also insisted 
on insurance for all labourers, as we have had cases of 
deaths. For a long time the very poor people working 
along the main roads – the length workers  - had no 
contract or insurance, and we had a long battle with the 
government to gain this entitlement for them. We also 
had to fight for them to be paid in time – often they have 
to wait for months – bringing the matter to a high level. 
Similarly, in the case of suspension bridge building, we 
realised that the community often required their 
contribution of free labour to be provided by the poorest 
amongst them – this is especially so in the Far West. So 
we have insisted on payment of porter services by the 
project and the district.  
 
In the domain of vocational training  we have promoted 
a policy that gives all adults and young children who 
have been excluded from the schooling system a 
chance of acquiring skills. Only 20% of the population 
successfully complete a secondary education and have 
access to the formal professional education. Clearly 
there are many who miss out. We discussed with ADB 
the concept of recognising skills acquired whilst working 
on a job, plus scholarships in vocational training for 
Dalits and other disadvantaged. This is practical – 
creating a bridge between vocational training and formal 
qualifications so as not to eliminate the poor. 
 
The really pro-poor approach in SDC came in during 
2004, when the conflict was really escalating. All the 
project staff went through a training and reflection on 
how they could be more conflict sensitive and pro-poor. 
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Some projects are quite technical, even if their ultimate 
aims are social, so for them it was not at first clear. The 
hill maize project is a good example, as it is a genetic 
improvement programme – developing strains of maize 
better suited to rain fed hill conditions where the poorest 
live. After the reflection, they have really tried to be pro-
poor in a practical manner, testing their varieties on 
the lands of the poorest, making sure that the seed they 
distribute goes to Dalits, etc. Deciding deliberately to try 
to work in the more remote areas is another example. 
From the time of that internal reflection onwards we 
have all become very poor conscious, and we’ve now 
reached the stage of reflecting how to optimise our 
activities. 
 
2. Whose policy  
 
The examples above already speak for themselves. It is 
easy to get policy right on paper, but far more difficult to 
put it into practice. I don’t think SDC is an organisation 
that should focus too much on getting the papers right – 
there are other specialists, academics, who can do that. 
The policies are skeletons without flesh, without life – 
they don’t deliver. The real challenge is to implement 
policy at the local level  – in the districts, in remote 
areas. Let us take community pharmacies  as an 
example. I think they are a good idea – there is a 
revolving credit, and the poor are exempted from paying 
for treatment. Then you go into the field – and the health 
worker isn’t there, the medicines haven’t been delivered, 
the poor are not informed of their rights. We feed that 
information back to the district, and insist that action is 
taken. Policies only work if they are responsive, if they 
deliver. Statistics can be so deceptive – they say little 
about how things translate into practice. To get the facts, 
to listen to the poor, and to know their problems, is for us 
very much a part of our efforts. Staff at the front line are 
often at a loss when they come in contact with the poor 
– in knowing how to communicate, to listen and to 
interact in a sensitive way. It is at that level that we want 
to work – the local, the personal, the social. 
 
3. Choice of  policy or policy issues  
 
For us the choice is based on issues with which we are 
somehow connected by our experience – on which we 
have observations linked with our project experience . 
The issue must be relevant to our field experience so 
that we can provide informed feedback. 
 
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor  
 
One of the instruments that we have been using is to 
map VDCs (Village Development Committee – the 
smallest administrative unit in Nepal) in order to gain a 
focus on the poorest, most remote areas. Helvetas has 
also been involved in this. Our Functional Cost 
Performance Analysis  is another tool. When the 
partners report on cost, they are now expected to do so 
in a format that separates out their expenditures 
according to receivers – those who receive funds in the 
form of salaries, etc to implement activities – and 
beneficiaries – those who are supposed to benefit from 

the results of the supported action. The statistical tables 
give information about international, national, district and 
local costs, and reflect the receivers and the 
beneficiaries by caste, class, and gender. This analysis 
shows where the money has gone, and to whom. It has 
been very effective in raising consciousness amongst 
staff, although we have not been able to introduce it yet 
in all projects. It is currently in the second year of 
implementation. In the first year it was sometimes 
difficult for projects to decide on what should be 
assigned where in the table, but this stimulated further 
internal reflection. It really gives a means to see who is 
winning from the “aid business”, who is getting what 
from implementation. At the level of outputs, we of 
course found that less than 50% is reaching the poor, 
which is again cause for reflection. The accounting 
system does not provide information on outcomes and 
should not be used in isolation, but provides interesting 
insights and raises difficult questions.   
 
There has also been an implication for the internal 
management of the projects – stimulating discussion 
between administrative and operational staff, which has 
been very positive. The tool can provide a means for 
poverty and gender conscious budgeting.  
 
Another point I should mention is that we pick out 
specific indicators that are more pro-poor in our annual 
planning - just certain aspects for each project - and 
monitor them on a quarterly basis. We already did this 
last year; you can see in the annex of last year’s annual 
report (under “Fulfilling Performance Agreement ”) 
what we found in 2005, and we are continuing to monitor 
on this basis. Concrete examples include labourers paid 
in time, disadvantaged groups being represented in all 
FUGs (Forest User Groups), etc. 
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
My answer again is that engagement with local 
communities, at village level, is crucial. We stress field 
experience  as our main source of information. Of 
course you need some theoretical idea too, but field 
experience is crucial. In the current situation, SDC, DFID 
(British Department for International Development), GTZ 
(German agency for technical cooperation), SNV 
(Netherlands Development Organisation), and Canada 
are the only agencies in Nepal that still have field 
knowledge. This by the way is something that I consider 
indispensable – I do not think it would make sense for 
SDC to continue to exist as an independent organisation 
if we did not have this direct contact with poverty. Of 
course it has many operational implications in terms of 
staff and choice of partners. If we do not take into 
account the experience of our front line partners – 
Helvetas and Intercooperation for instance – we can 
easily get lost in generalities. 
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
We do collaborate with other donors. Dibya already 
mentioned the GPSE group, in which SDC is a main 
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actor together with SNV and DFID; the Danish, 
Australians, SIDA and CARE are also involved. In 
vocational training, we work particularly closely with ADB 
(Asian Development Bank); in forestry with DFID and 
SNV; in rural infrastructure with GTZ, DFID and the 
development banks. In all sectors we have regular 
meetings, the most formal being with rural roads – it is 
less in forestry. For bridges we have an integrated 
programme with all the major donors. From our (SDC) 
side, the main concern in multi-donor fora is to try to 
bring out good practices, original ideas, and to get 
correct statements about the situation – what is really 
going on in the area of our work. SIAG - the Social 
Inclusion Action Group – is another group in which we 
are active. Our health project is also participating in sub-
sector discussions in the ministry. However, it tends to 
be the like-minded who go to meetings. In the groups 
that I attend regularly, poverty tends to be rather a 
generic concern, a foggy concept – discussions do not 
make much difference unless you engage at the sub-
sector level.   
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
I have already given many examples. Nevertheless, we 
are still struggling to get our projects to write up 
examples of their field experiences.  
 
Each project should be aware of its limits, and not just 
do “add on” activities for the poor. SSMP (Sustainable 
Soil Management Project), for example, is not a 
programme for the landless – that is obvious – but then 
let us recognise that, set the boundaries, and see what 
we can do elsewhere. I think we have managed this, 
more or less, in rural infrastructure  because we focus 
on the process. You cannot pretend that a road will be 
for the poorest, but you can make sure that they are 
included as far as possible. In vocational training , the 
number of people from disadvantaged groups (DAGs) 
can now be measured.  In community forestry , of 
course it is a forestry project, but there is a very clear 
means through the Forest User Groups (FUGs) to give 
provision to the poor. There is still a big issue of equity 
and benefit sharing, but much has been achieved.  
 
Supporting the consciousness of the elites has been a 
very important point. Thus for example with DRSP 
(District Roads Support Programme), the issue of 
minimum contribution in these small savings groups has 
been a point of realisation. If the group opts to go up to a 
contribution of just Rs 50 per month, you already cut out 
many poor. Another example was providing a meal for 
labourers. This can make all the difference. For the very 
poor, working the whole day without a meal is just not 
possible – they do not have enough calories – but a 
meal allows them to be able to do so. Once these things 
are realised, one can do something. 
 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
Regarding challenges, I would say 
o Ensure that you have reliable information about the 

real results of your work – we have tried to capture 
this in inputs and outputs. The challenge is then to 

accept that the system is only partially delivering. 
However, it is better to accept this – not be horrified 
– and to focus on what one can do. 

o At the macro-level, go beyond “trickle down” ideas to 
focus on the real life scenario of the poor – bring in 
their voice, recognise the power dimensions of 
poverty, and empower the poor so that the elites 
have to take them into account.  

 
On lessons learned, the most important is the aspect of 
giving a voice, at least when it comes to delivering 
services, including the basic right to vote – the crucial 
point is to listen, to go out and talk with people. They 
have to claim their rights themselves, of course, but an 
external agent can help to strengthen local voices. I am 
less clear when it comes to economic aspects – I wish I 
had more lessons learned for the green area, in 
particular, in terms of increased income from own 
activities. In that area we haven’t seen enough. 
 
I think in the case of most of our partners [projects] we 
have really helped to get a change of perspective – that 
is a major change. So the lesson is that partners should 
also feel confident to speak out. 
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  
 
I would repeat the story of the length workers . The fact 
that SDC was concerned about their working conditions 
and took this point up to Ministerial level is a good 
example. On our website you can find pro-poor stories 
that we asked a consultant to bring together when we 
were formulating the 2004 strategy paper. 
 
In forestry, a good example is the pro-poor provision in 
FUGs – how they have, for example, really given land to 
the poor, especially in Ramechhap. There is an instance 
of a number of Dalit women, and one family in particular, 
whose lives have really been improved. Such stories 
exist. Of course there is also the one written up by 
SSMP that won the SDC story competition. 
 
 
Interview with: Jane Carter 
Kathmandu, March 2007 
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