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

 
In Ecuador, yes, we talked about a pro-poor policy, and 
we had some activities that were focused on this matter. 
The most obvious was our attempt to support a PRS 
(Poverty Reduction Strategy) (something the country still 
doesn’t have) – and specifically, to empower the people 
to formulate a PRS. Empowerment is of course a key 
strategy for us in Latin America as a whole. Support for 
a PRS was one of the main strategic policy issues in the 
COOF throughout my time there. The government of the 
President at the time (Lucio Gutierrez) was in favour of a 
PRS, but in April 2005 he was ousted as a result of 
popular demonstrations. After this the progress slowed 
down, but was also given additional direction on 
decentralized levels; the idea was to reinstall the 
process at central government level with the new 
government in place in January 2007.   
 
With regard to pro-poor growth, I should point out that 
about 40% of our programme in Ecuador concerns 
economic empowerment – on improving production, and 
linking the producers with markets and with formal 
enterprises. We are also helping small banks in rural 
areas to improve their performance, and supporting the 
development of occupational skills and capacity.  With 
regard to the other 60% of the programme, it covers 
governance (support for decentralisation) and natural 
resource management (NRM). All the projects and 
programs had a link towards policy dialogue, pushing 
the dialogue in general towards a pro-poor agenda.      
 
2. Whose policy we seek to influence  
 
In the main we are seeking, through our partners, to 
empower them in order to influence policy both at the 
level of the national and provincial governments (with 
SDC playing the role of facilitator). I should stress that 
as a (low) middle-income country, the policy dialogue 
situation in Ecuador is very different from that in a low-
income country. The total financial volume provided 
through development cooperation – including financing 
from the World Bank and the Inter-American Bank – 
comes to no more than 3% of the total GDP. So one has 
a limited policy influence, as such. 
 
For the PRS, we sought to develop a strategy on the 
basis of learning the lessons of experience in other 
countries, not repeating the same mistakes. Thus we 

emphasised that actors should come together starting 
more or less from scratch with a blank piece of paper, 
and we sought to involve everyone – the church, 
business, provincial governments, the military – really a 
wide range. We (Government, UN and different donors) 
first brought a group of diverse people together, 
representative of the diversity in society, and discussed 
if it was worth trying to proceed with a dialogue.  The 
conclusion was positive. In this initiative we collaborated 
especially with the UN – the first partnership between 
SDC and the UN in Ecuador, but a very good one. The 
UN has a strong presence (non financial), and good 
contacts, including media contacts.  
 
3. Choice of policy or policy issues  
 
Of course SDC’s programme in any country in which we 
work is always based on an analysis of that country’s 
situation. Thus the key issues identified were 
governance, and income and labour – the management 
of natural resources being intimately linked with the 
latter. If one is trying to support poor farmers to develop, 
natural resources are of course involved. We always 
sought to maximise synergies between the different foci 
and projects, and in this I would say we were successful 
– the potential for synergies and positive effects when 
realising them is high. In determining where to work, we 
always looked at the “poverty map” (in the first instance, 
based on economic criteria – but on a wider definition 
too). Thus we focused on rural areas – not the big cities. 
Our definition of poverty is, and always was, multi-
dimensional. 
 
Another focus was to improve the pro-poor orientation of 
our programme. For example: while supporting a micro 
finance project we analysed with our partners the 
potential to bring credit and savings instruments to 
people who were poorer that the poor people we 
addressed through the project. This provoked an 
interesting discussion and had, in the end, the effect that 
the project focused more on poorer people.     
 
Pro-poor issues in the COOF discussion were also 
pushed much more in recent years due to the debate 
around increasing effect, focusing more on poor people 
etc. So apart from changing discussions, projects, etc, 
we also increased our knowledge regarding poor 
people’s situation.   
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4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-
poor 

 
Through discussions with poor people, local actors, and 
other donors, we accumulated knowledge - especially 
through field visits; experiences and good working 
hypotheses are key elements in this regard. Secondly, 
we measure results and effects (monitoring) in order to 
prove that an approach is pro-poor. There is still 
potential for enhancement in this regard; SDC tends to 
be strong in planning, but the monitoring of effects could 
be improved.  
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
See answer under point 1 with regard to the macro level. 
This also includes improving coordination between 
government and donors. We always saw coordination 
as having three key roles, 

• Linking with international knowledge and 
experience 

• Linking different experiences within the country 
– something that is not so easy. Just bringing 
communities from the North and communities 
from the South together can have a huge impact 

• Exploring the potential of actors working more 
together in order to increase the effect of the 
development investment. 

 
On a meso and micro level it is the same. A lot activities 
were linked with facilitating actors to behave and think in 
a pro poor(er) manner.   
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
There was virtually no donor coordination when I 
arrived – something that, coming from a background of 
working with African countries, really surprised me. SDC 
pushed hard for general coordination, and despite being 
told at the beginning that it would never happen, it did. 
Seven thematic Working Groups have been established 
and have started functioning. We managed to bring 
together almost all the donors (the exception was the 
Japanese Cooperation). This meant Spain, Germany, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, the US, and Canada – as well 
as the World Bank, the Inter-American Bank, and the 
UN. The participation of the Ecuador government varied, 
but the involvement of the Finance Ministry was constant 
(as well the Ministry for Environment), and the office of 
the Vice President (linked with PRS/MDGs) was 
supportive. The set-up was that there should always be 
an appropriate government representative for each of 
the seven Working Groups (Governance, PRS, NRM, 
Education, etc). Each Working Group discussed their 
annual plan at the beginning of the year and agreed a 
set of activities. The most dynamic ones sometimes met 
as regularly as every second week, whilst others met 
perhaps only twice a year – but on average, they met 
every quarter, a practice that is still continuing.  
 
We managed to establish effective collaborative 
programmes with Germany (GTZ) and the UN. Looking 

to the future, however, the donors are phasing out of 
Ecuador – the Netherlands has effectively done so, 
Canada is starting to phase out, SDC is aiming to leave 
by 2010, Belgium will probably also leave - whilst the 
US, GTZ and Japan are decreasing their presence 
significantly. 
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
One specific outcome that I can identify is our 
assistance to the Central Bank in bringing through a law 
that ensures that the Central Bank both acknowledges 
the existence and role of small banks, and supports 
them in their activities. Previously only about half of all 
small banks were acknowledged by the Central Bank. 
This law essentially fosters small banks in rural areas, 
and has had a huge impact on poor people as it means 
that they now have reliable access to credit in a way that 
they simply did not have before.  
 
A second tangible outcome concerns our support for 
occupational skills development – an aspect in which 
no other donor was active. We brought together different 
ministries to ensure greater cohesion in developing 
better curricula, better training of teachers – the whole 
package. The focus was very much on providing 
opportunities for skills development of poor people – 
school drop-outs, etc – in rural areas. The ILO and the 
Inter-American Bank are now taking up these activities 
for replication throughout the country.  
 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
With regard to positive experiences, donor 
coordination was clearly a challenge – but the lesson 
learned was that you can “move the world” if you push 
hard enough. Donor coordination in Ecuador is now a 
fact (even though Ecuador never signed the Paris 
Declaration), and at least two thirds of the Working 
Groups are still meeting regularly and functioning 
effectively. 
 
With regard to negative experiences, I will highlight 
three. One is the mixed participation of the Ecuador 
government. The many staff changes meant that often 
one had to start again in discussions, from scratch, 
when a new person arrived. Furthermore, many of the 
government representatives hesitated to contribute. This 
is linked to a second challenge, which was that it was 
difficult to talk about alignment with government policy 
when there was no specific poverty agenda. Later on, 
this situation improved somewhat, with different 
ministries coming up with various ideas for pro-poor 
policies, although there was no clear guiding strategy 
between them. 
 
A third negative point – a lesson learned – was that what 
donors say and what they do are two different things. 
This was well illustrated by the case of basket funding, 
when everyone agreed to put funds to a particular 
project but finally only SDC and the UN did so. Some 
donors have real difficulty in bringing down to earth – 
putting into practice – the declarations that they make in 
public. This is partly a matter of the individuals 
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concerned, but also a case of some having insufficient 
backing within their own organisations. Some donor 
representatives also had particular problems in being 
realistic – both in having sufficiently modest expectations 
about what can be achieved in a given time frame; and 
in seeing developments in a long term perspective, 
beyond the limits of their own individual tenure.  
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  
 
Reflecting on my personal experiences, this is less an 
example of pro-poor influence than of a realisation of the 
obstacles that one faces. I had a very good relationship 
with someone working for the Ministry of Finances, 
linked with the World Bank programme in Ecuador. He is 
someone who has a really in-depth understanding of 
pro-poor policy, poverty reduction and inequality, and 
how this translates into the realities of his country. One 
day, we thought to analyse the national statistics on 
poverty over the past 30-40 years, and how they varied 
over the period of high revenue generation from oil, etc. 
We found that Ecuador never managed to go below 
poverty levels of 30% of the population, whereas we had 
thought that 10% should have been possible. Ecuador 
could have been the Singapore of Latin America, but it 
never happened. Inequality is just such a huge problem 
in Latin America, and it is an issue that most members of 
the elite simply do not want to recognise or talk about.  
 
 
 
Interview with: Jane Carter 
Bern, December 2006 
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