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

 
To set the context (and unlike many other countries in 
transition), there is a pro-poor agenda in Kyrgyzstan, 
arising out of the 2002 CG meeting. A national Poverty 
Reduction Strategy 2003-05 was then approved, which 
mentions pro-poor growth, although perhaps not quite in 
those terms. The new government coming in (in 2005, 
after political agitation) meant, however, that the follow-
up was delayed. The government has now brought out a 
Country Development Strategy in which one of the 
overarching objectives is reducing poverty - but that is 
since I left. 
 
The Swiss – SECO (Swiss Secretariat for Economic 
Affairs) and SDC, including myself personally - were 
very active in coordinating with the major donors to 
influence the country development strategy in a pro-poor 
manner, pro-poor growth being one of the major 
elements. By “major donors”, I mean the World Bank, 
Asian Development Bank, DFID (British Department of 
International Development) and the United Nations. We 
formed a Donor Coordination Council, intervening 
jointly in policy dialogue to support a pro-poor agenda. 
The coordination increased over the last two to three 
years, but mostly amongst the major donors – others, 
though associated with the Council (such as USAID and 
the Japanese) keep more of a distance. 
 
With regard to sectors, those in which the Swiss are 
particularly active are health, energy and agriculture; in 
forestry we are effectively the only ones. 
 
2. Whose policy we seek to influence 
 
Of course we are primarily seeking to influence the 
Kyrgyz government, as outlined above. However, in the 
case of small enterprise development, we did also try to 
influence the policy of other donors, as there was no 
cohesive approach – some giving free training, 
subsidised credit, etc, whilst SECO was trying hard to 
introduce a purely market-based approach. So we had a 
discussion on joint or international guidelines, which 
were agreed and all the donors signed. Nevertheless, 
the guidelines were not really followed in practice – there 
are always some people who argue that the people are 
too poor, and thus subsidies are necessary. So I cannot 
say that the initiative really worked. 
 

3. Choice of policy or policy issues  
 
One rarely starts from nothing – one goes to a country 
that has an existing programme, developed out of a 
history of cooperation. However, I would say that there is 
good justification for working in the sectors that we do. 
Thus we place focus on poor forest dwellers, on farmers 
newly owning small shares of land, on people in rural 
areas lacking water. We also decided to concentrate 
geographically on the poorer, more remote areas (such 
as Naryn Oblast). All our programmes are effectively 
orientated to poorer individuals living in poorer areas. 
 
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor 
 
Of course we do not always know for certain that a 
policy will be pro-poor, but through the poverty 
assessments that are run as joint exercises by the major 
donors, we do have a good idea. The World Bank has 
taken the lead here in undertaking a range of studies. 
For example, in the energy sector, a study was done 
that showed it was essential to raise tariffs in order to 
reach a level of self-financing, whilst at the same time 
having mechanisms to protect the poor. We then had a 
dialogue with the government, but no mechanisms were 
agreed and finally the government actually reduced 
energy tariffs. The essential problem is that few Kyrgyz 
are prepared to contemplate a situation in which 
services are charged – politically it is highly unpopular. 
The most difficult case is agriculture, where land reform 
has created large areas that are essentially unviable. 
This is very much a pro-poor issue. Do we spend scant 
resources advising people on how to work land that is 
unviable, or do we accept that they have no future in the 
countryside, and must seek alternative livelihoods, ie. 
that they migrate?  
 
Energy and agriculture are really the most crucial 
domains as far as poverty is concerned, but they are 
very difficult policy areas and ones in which the donors 
have made little progress in dialogue with the 
government.  
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
We clearly aim to influence at the top regarding 
government officials – always working in a coordinated 
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approach with other donors. However, it is our 
grassroots experience that gives us credibility – we 
would not have been able to lead the dialogue process 
on community health, for example, without our project 
experience (the Kyrgyz-Swiss Health Reform Support 
Project). From that point of view, you could say we were 
“punching above our weight”, based on the experiences 
of a relatively small project of roughly CHF 3million per 
year. (In future, it will be a larger project with co-
financing by the Swedes.) 
 
The vertical link between what you do at local 
(community) level and the policy level is crucial – you 
cannot participate in policy dialogue if you don’t have 
field experience. The length of experience may vary, but 
in Kyrgyzstan, most of our projects are 5-6 years old.  
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
I have already mentioned the Donor Coordination 
Council in which the Swiss, World Bank, ADB, DFID and 
the UN are active participants. Swedish SIDA is now 
joining this group, and we endeavour to harmonise all 
our activities behind the National Country Strategy, 
linking to the Millennium Development Goals, MDGs. 
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
A good example of a policy that was influenced in a pro-
poor manner would have been the energy sector, had it 
actually been approved. In this case, the whole donor 
community involved – that is, the Islamic Development 
Bank (IDB), SECO, DFID, the World Bank and the 
Germans (KfW) – were all speaking with one voice of 
bringing in self-financing, with a mechanism to protect 
the poor – setting up a social mitigation system. The 
World Bank worked a lot on how the poor would be 
identified in this respect. At present there is a system of 
identity cards for needy households, but it is known that 
it is not always very accurate. In any case, there are at 
least 200,000 people in the country (out of a population 
of roughly 5 million) who have no valid papers (they 
have only a Soviet pass, and contested nationality), and 
certainly they have no access to any benefits. The World 
Bank study made clear recommendations on how the 
poor would be identified – we did not work on it further 
as it was unnecessary. 
 
In summary, the whole process of dialogue in the energy 
sector was very good, but unfortunately there was no 
end result in terms of policy change. 
 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
There are two main lessons – and here I am talking not 
only from my own observations, but also from 
discussions within the Coordination Office (COOF). 
• Vertical connections: You need to have field 

experience in order to understand the processes 
before you can participate in policy dialogue. If you 
don’t have this experience, you had better leave the 
dialogue to another donor. 

• Partner capacity: From national to local government, 
there is a huge need for capacity building.  

 
For example, in the health sector the views of the 
partners were so diverse that it took a long time to gain 
any form of consensus. For this, visits to the field were 
necessary, to expose people to reality. The situation was 
made more acute by high staff turnover, so that 
sometimes having gained a broad understanding with 
one group of individuals, one had to start again with new 
people.  
 
Another challenge in Kyrgyzstan is that the important 
people influencing decision-making are posted in the 
Presidential Administration and not necessarily in the 
relevant administrative sector – the energy agency or 
whatever. Thus it was always necessary to have 
dialogue with two sets of people.  
 
Generally, donor expectations of what could be done at 
policy level were vastly over-optimistic and greatly 
underestimated the time required. I would say this is 
also true of other countries in the region, notably 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan 
 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  

 
It is difficult to give a story, but in terms of donor 
harmonisation, the situation in Kyrgyzstan worked very 
well. A new set of people came in over 2002/2003 who 
wanted to work together jointly on policy, to really make 
a difference. Partly this motivation came from their head 
offices – some were coming to their posting directly from 
their head office where they had been working in policy, 
so they were particularly aware, but others brought 
relevant country experience. The DFID man, for 
example, came from Bolivia where there had been good 
donor coordination. The incentives coming from the 
respective organisations are very important, and the 
Paris Declaration has been very significant in this 
respect – although the incentive structures in many 
organisations are still not sufficiently strong. In the World 
Bank, for example, performance is still largely judged on 
the volume of loans made and on disbursement rates. 
 
Overall, though, it really is the individuals in senior 
positions in the donor agencies who determine how well 
donor coordination works or doesn’t. 
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