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

 
Niger is an extremely poor country – the poorest in the 
world listed in the Human Development Report – and so 
it is actually very difficult to talk about poverty in any 
relative manner, as everyone is “poor”. The term “pro-
poor” is not really used in French. We worked with the 
PRSP1, which is an excellent reference document, 
although aimed at the strategic level and thus quite over-
arching. The interesting part was the development of 
indicators used under the PSRP to measure poverty  in 
different sectors, at the practical level. In this we had the 
opportunity to go into some depth, as at the time we had 
an SDC regional adviser on poverty issues (for West 
Africa), who had 60% of his time to work in Niger for two 
years. He had a strong dialogue with the PRSP 
secretariat. 
 
In terms of sectors, SDC is particularly active in Niger in 
the water sector, where we head donor coordination 
efforts. It must be borne in mind that one is talking about 
simple access to water, not even access to drinking 
water, and the challenge is huge. If you calculate that 1 
well is needed for 250 people, you have to drill around 
1,600 wells per annum just to keep up with the 
population growth, yet all the donors together manage to 
implement some 1,000 wells per year. So essentially 
there is a net reduction in access to water per capita. 
Niger is a country in which much of the basic 
infrastructure does not exist. 
 
2. Whose policy we seek to influence 
 
We mainly seek to influence the national government 
through the implementation of the PSRP, although 
indirectly we also seek to influence other donors and, to 
a small extent, local organisations. An example of the 
latter was in raising awareness of what it means to be 
poor, and what can be done about it. In this we 
conducted several trainings, first asking all the 
organisations and programmes present what they felt 
they were achieving with their work. They mostly 
responded that they are eradicating poverty. After the 
training, they realised that what they are seeking to do is 
much more limited, but they had a better awareness of 

                                                 
1 The Government of Niger began implementing its PRSP in 
2001. 

the limitations, and of what activities are pro-poor. At the 
same time, we (through the policy adviser) introduced 
the concept of “do no harm ”, which I believe was very 
helpful and had not been thought about previously by 
others.  
 
3. Choice of  policy or policy issues  
 
Of course, in any country programme there is a history, 
and one has to work with it. I had the task of overseeing 
the formulation of the new SDC country strategy for 
Niger after the first year of my assignment – having been 
given specific directions to build on continuity. Our main 
sectors of focus were (and are) rural infrastructure, 
decentralisation and agricultural production. So the way 
we started working was to better justify at the country 
level why we are doing what we are doing. This was a 
little frustrating, in that I do not think we really managed 
to focus on policy issues solely according to poverty 
priorities. When I left, four years later, would really have 
been the time to write a new country strategy and bring 
into it all the experience and understanding that I had 
gained. It is difficult and maybe also an illusion to 
transfer knowledge within SDC at the country level when 
a person leaves and another arrives. 
 
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor  
 
This issue was one on which we worked through 
contributing to a very interesting study measuring 
poverty , of the “degré de satisfaction des besoins 
essentiels ” – the extent to which livelihood needs are 
met within a particular social environment. CIDA 
(Canadian International Development Agency), SDC and 
UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) led 
the study, working with the PRSP office of Niger. The 
idea was to go beyond the traditional quantitative 
approach to assessing poverty, and to bring in more 
qualitative data that still has a statistical meaning. The 
study took a stratified sample, looking at the population 
by gender, age group, socio-economic status, etc, and 
investigated the understanding of these different groups 
with regard to poverty categories. The interesting thing 
was that understanding varied greatly. Thus for example 
the category “to have enough to eat every day” means 
something very different to a herdsman in the north, for 
whom this signifies at least two bowls of milk to drink per 
day, compared with a small farmer in the southern part, 
for whom milk to drink is irrelevant. So, while measuring 
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the same category in a quantitative way, the indicators 
defined by the poor varied within the country and even 
within a zone. 
 
In contributing to this study, we gained insights that 
could help in orienting our strategic decision-making on 
sector priorities addressing not categories, but real 
indicators defined by the poor. Although the study was 
primarily conducted for the baseline of an update of the 
PRSP, we were interested to know if it could be used 
more widely, to measure whether we make a difference 
– thus linking it to our own monitoring of the SDC 
country programme. I left before this could really be 
brought into effect, but I understand from recent 
correspondence that the study is being used. It will 
certainly give insight of an additional approach within the 
wide range of efforts being done in addressing this topic. 
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
One of the main issues in project or programme 
management is the tendency for it to seek to sustain 
itself, and not necessarily its outcomes. When I took 
over the programme in Niger, we were basically running 
a service delivery system, implementing projects 
directly, with a staff of 180 directly employed by SDC 
(Coordination Office – COOF), leading to substitution of 
actors. Thus a major task of mine was to promote 
partnerships, and to reduce direct implementation 
activities (as a result of which staff numbers were 
decreased to 130 when I left, with the tendency still 
decreasing). 
 
One approach on which we focussed was that of 
community participation  – how to promote it, how to 
structure it. There was insufficient awareness or 
questioning of the power games played out in 
communities, regarding who decides and who is left out. 
It was very difficult to separate out the opinion leaders 
and those who are less able to express themselves, and 
to bring everyone to the table at an equal level. Although 
we raised awareness on this issue, I am not convinced 
that we were very successful in achieving broader 
participation in this regard. By contrast, we were able to 
promote gender awareness  quite successfully, to 
separate male and female opinions, and to ensure that 
both were heard. But did the outcomes really reflect this 
or was it just in the process? This challenge remains to 
be documented. 
 
A further issue in promoting broad-based participation is 
involving the youth. Already 75% of the population of 
Niger is under 25 years old. The young do not speak out 
in meetings, which means that essentially “participatory” 
decision-making is being made with just a quarter of the 
population - and of course not all of them are involved. 
How to involve the next generation in decisions being 
made over their future is a real issue. 
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
Despite the huge need in Niger, there is a very light 
donor presence. The French are of course present, but 

they tend to work at a very political level, directly with the 
Niger government. We coordinated most closely with 
CIDA and Belgium. Other than them, we had some 
contact with DANIDA (Danish), the GTZ (Germans) and 
the European Union. At the so-called donor coordination 
meetings, about half of the presence was UN agencies 
and World Bank and the other half bilateral agencies – 
with only the French, Canadians and Swiss being active 
in the latter group. The first time the donors came 
together was after the Paris Declaration, when clearly 
pressure was brought from head offices to develop 
collaboration. This was especially as Niger was singled 
out as a pilot country for the exchange of information, if 
not full-scale coordination.  
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
The whole “Mesure de la pauvreté ” (Measuring 
poverty) work was definitely an outcome. The PRSP had 
to be updated (it was written in 2000, on the basis of 
1990s data), and various studies undertaken recently 
provided recent, reliable data that could be fed into the 
new PRSP - mainly carried out by UNFPA (United 
National Population Fund); UNDP; FAO (Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations), WFP 
(World Food Programme) and World Bank. This gave 
the opportunity to reassess and to change the indicators 
used. As I understand, the change in the use of 
indicators is really happening. One particular issue that 
was raised, for example, was food security. This might 
seem obvious, but there is essentially a food shortage 
every third year, which needs to be factored into a 
longer term planning. 
 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
The main challenge is to maintain the drive and 
momentum after completing the “Measuring poverty ” 
study, and to go further - using it to promote 
mechanisms for more broad-based community decision-
making, involving the youth, etc. We need to establish a 
baseline that allows us to measure our impact in this 
regard. We also need to look more closely at issues of 
“do no harm ”; we did not manage to incorporate this 
concept into policy level. My fear is that although the 
study was very interesting, it will not go further. 
 
Regarding lessons learned, for me it was shocking to 
find how little, in such a poor country, one can advance 
a pro-poor policy dialogue. When the majority of the 
population is living below the poverty line (however 
defined), everything seems by default to be declared as 
pro-poor. It is so important that a government takes the 
issue seriously. Thus it would often be said that the 
economic indicators have to be improved. My response 
was to argue that priority has to be given to social 
development; one has to look at the future of the youth 
in terms of a vision for the future society. However, this 
thinking is often lacking in traditional PRSPs. 
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  
 
It is difficult to influence policy in a pro-poor manner if 
everyone does not see poverty in the same way. In 
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SDC, we are still quite heavily influenced by the writings 
of Robert Chambers and others. But other donors do not 
share that understanding of poverty. For example, the 
World Bank still mainly defines poverty in economic 
terms (at least when it comes to country level staff), 
whilst Ambassadors are often involved in policy dialogue 
these days – and they see things from another 
perspective. Everyone has to follow a process of 
developing understanding together in order to be aware 
of what is “pro-poor” and maybe do so on a more 
technical level. Furthermore, it is particularly difficult to 
promote strategic thinking in a country that is dominated 
by a project mode of operation (defended by a 
government that sees this as the most lucrative option).  
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