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

 
If we first think of North Korea (my previous posting) – 
there it was clear there was no possibility to talk about 
poverty. In the Ukraine, there is no direct government 
policy on poverty, although we know that there is one 
paper, written in 2001, that was never translated, never 
shared with the donors - and therefore never got their 
support - in which there is something written on poverty 
reduction… When we (COOF) prepared our new 
strategy for 2007 – 2010, we wanted to include 
something on poverty, so we made enquiries. None of 
the donors knew what was in the paper. The whole 
focus here is on transition. The closest we get to poverty 
in the former country programme strategy is to have a 
commitment to “alleviating the negative effects of 
transition ”. But leaving aside the word “poverty”, 
projects do have a pro-poor element in them, notably in 
social mobilisation and in community forestry. In our 
work on primary health care and with smallholders in 
organic vegetable production (to generate income), we 
are effectively focusing on those living on very little 
means - so one can say that they are pro-poor. 
 
2. Whose policy we seek to influence 
 
The first thing to be clear is that in a country such as 
Ukraine with a huge State budget – some US $ 30 billion 
- it is difficult for donors to influence policy. SDC is 
furthermore a very small player compared to some other 
donors (the annual budget is some CHF 8 million). We 
are, however, able to have an influence in small niche 
areas, notably in  
1. Prisons 
2. Decentralisation (a new project) and social 

mobilisation (through water and basic health, 
implemented by UNDP)  

in the latter we focussed on  a few villages that are 
ready to do strategic planning and go through an entire 
process of priority setting, planning, implementing and 
management of a service, e.g. water supply. 
 
Often (and not only in decentralisation and social 
mobilisation), we work on the basis of a model, 
developing it with the partner agencies/department, and 
handing it over to them when there is really something 
that has been shown to work. 
 

To take the example of prisons , here we are working 
with (what translates as) the Department of Execution of 
Penitence, which has under it 170 prisons with some 
170,000 inmates, not to mention the pre-trial detention 
centres, which are in addition. We – I talk of the Swiss, it 
was then the Ministry of Justice and Police - began 
collaboration with the Department of E of P 10 years 
ago. We developed a model prison designed to reach 
European standards. The number of inmates in the 
prison was reduced, and the number of individuals per 
dormitory brought down from up to 250 to some 25-50. 
The concept of partial detention, “halbfreiheit”, (only 
night time imprisonment) for those reaching the end of 
their sentence was introduced, and opportunities 
provided for education up to the end of secondary 
school and for vocational training, as well as the 
possibility for conjugal visits (in a part of the building 
assigned for this purpose). This system has now been 
introduced as the standard for the whole of the Ukraine. 
I am not saying that it has been implemented – the 
Department is operating on a budget that is about 40% 
of what is required – but the intention is there. There are 
prisons in which vocational training is implemented, and 
others in which  the model is (partially) copied. 
 
I do not have statistics on hand to show the degree of 
poverty of the prison population, but we can be fairly 
sure that most of them are far from wealthy (if not, they 
would not be in prison). 
 
3. Choice of  policy or policy issues and  
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor 
 
We have a programme that is very much driven by 
history and historical relationships. Practically all of our 
current projects come from this. We have a focus on 
prisons  because of the existing relationship developed 
between the Swiss Ministry of Justice and Police and the 
Department of E of P; on forestry because of the 
humanitarian background (after the flooding and 
landslides in the Transcarpathians - for political reasons 
we had to do something); on agriculture due to a 
previous private initiative; on health because SECO 
started an initiative that was basically a material input. 
So we are dealing with a programme that is based on 
humanitarian aid and private initiatives, and we are 
trying to bring it together. 
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5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 
agenda  

 
On the one hand, as I said, the topics are already given. 
In approach, what we try to do is to bring all the different 
parts together to make a cohesive programme. We also 
try to make the link between SDC and SECO activities. 
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
There are statistics indicating that the rate of HIV 
infection in prisons is 25%. We are in discussion with the 
Canadians who have a small project on AIDS 
awareness building (but outside prisons). The Swedes 
also intend to work on policy issues – probably on 
prisons and AIDS – but their exact orientation is not yet 
clear; the representative here must liaise with her 
colleagues back in Sweden on the political orientation of 
programmes. There has been a serious effort on the part 
of the Ukranian government to implement the Paris 
declaration; it was translated as  “we wish to have 
donors aligned on the key areas of energy and 
education”. There are real efforts to improve 
coordination, but not a lot of resources are allocated to 
so doing.  
 
Five of us work in a group, which we jokingly call the 
Famous Five (after the children’s books by Enid Blyton). 
They are Canadian CIDA, Swedish SIDA, DFID (British 
Department for International Development), USAID (US 
Agency for International Development) and SDC – 
joined from time to time by the EU (European Union). 
We meet informally practically every month – and this 
year three of us (SIDA, DFID, SDC) decided to conduct 
open planning, under which each will send a 
representative to the others’ annual planning. We would 
like to find examples of concrete possibilities to 
implement what we are always talking about in terms of 
donor coordination. 
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
Due to the success of the first project on prisons , we 
are still working in this area. We now have a number of 
other projects. I can list them. 
 
1. Life term sentence holders. Until 1997, Ukraine had 

capital punishment, but this was then changed to life 
term – although that really meant life, with no 
possibility for any reduction. Now, however, 20 year 
sentencing has been introduced. This means that 
“life” prisoners actually have a real foreseeable 
possibility to get out into the outside world again. 
They number some 2,200 and are housed in a 
special prison. SDC has agreed to work on the issue 
of how such people can be prepared for re-
integrating into a normal penitentiary system, and 
finally into society. 

 
2. Women and children in prison. This is a very hot 

topic, one that it was impossible to discuss 
previously. However, due to the good relations 

established, we are now able to have a specific 
project working on the matter. 

 
In addition, for pre-trial detention, we are looking at 
possibilities for alternative sentencing, doing community 
service rather than being sentenced to a prison term.  
 
Overall, I would say that the Department of Execution of 
Penitence is the one government department in Ukraine 
where the Swiss have an influence, and can use this 
influence to bring in human rights, reform of the whole 
system, and training for prison officers. The whole 
approach has gone from managing a flock of prisoners 
to treating each prisoner as an individual human being. If 
we talk about changes in policy, there I would say that 
we have had, and have, an influence. 
 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
If we abstract a little from “pro-poor” and speak only 
about policy, the big problem is how to possibly exert 
any influence when we are such a small player. Why 
should we expect a government such as that of Ukraine 
to make any changes just because we say so? The 
government will only make changes if it wants to, not 
because the donor says so. Thus if we have a case such 
as that of the prisons – where a model has been 
developed through a quality partnership – then we can 
manage to make changes. If we do not have this, we 
cannot expect to have any influence. We should in fact, I 
believe, come to a different attitude and even use 
different terms to define partnerships. I see the future as 
being based on more equal terms – much as was the 
case when I worked at Fribourg University, where there 
was a deliberate policy to attract professors from other 
countries and to pay them equal wages and expect the 
same responsibilities as their Swiss colleagues. We 
should be going in such a direction. 
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  

 
If we go back to the example of prisons , a major “plus” 
is that we have a ten-year programme for which the 
same Swiss back-stopper has always been involved. He 
himself was a prison director in Switzerland, so he is 
able to discuss with the partners on an equal footing – 
an eye-to-eye basis. Though some in SDC have 
questioned his continued involvement in the programme, 
the fact that he has known the project from the 
beginning, and has given a strong continuity to our 
support, has been a really important factor in its success 
- and in us developing new programmes in prisons. 
These are mainly due to him. The personal trust and 
rapport that has been built up over the years is so 
important – and that is something of which we should be 
very aware in SDC, given that the staff turnover in 
coordination offices is relatively rapid.  

The position of SDC on Access to Justice and 
the Rule of Law   

Stable governmental conditions are vital to achieving 
sustainable poverty reduction and development. 
Promoting the rule of law, human rights and justice is 
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thus of primary concern in development cooperation 
when it comes to furthering good governance. 

The support of judicial, police or penal system reforms, 
or cooperation with national human rights commissions 
or nongovernmental organizations on legal aid are all 
part of international cooperation activities in this area. In 
these efforts, major emphasis is placed on protecting 
and promoting the rights of the poor and disadvantaged 
people and groups. Reforms which foster the rule of law 
are aimed at improving security, justice and access to 
the judicial system for the poor and other disadvantaged 
segments of the population.  

Extract from SDC website, http://snipurl.com/yn8f 
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