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Introduction

 
Helena Bjuremalm

Social movements and interest groups in developing countries are facing 
a number of challenges pertaining to trends in the international donor 
community. These trends range from the so called new aid architec-
ture – as laid down in the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and 
the ensuing Accra Agenda for Action – and, linked to this, the emphasis 
on effectiveness, growing donor demands for rigorous monitoring and 
evaluations of partners in the global South. It would appear that such 
trends make their marks, for good and for bad, at all levels of society 
subject of development cooperation funds and programs. On top of this, 
so called emerging donors are entering the stage, each with their own set 
of policies, priorities, approaches, and conditionalities, some of which 
may affect civil society profoundly. A final challenge lies in the friction 
between priorities and concepts used by the majority of the international 
donor community, and realities on the ground in developing countries.

Principles of the Paris Declaration

The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (PD), agreed in March 2005, 
establishes global commitments for donor and recipient countries alike 
to support more effective aid in a context of a significant scaling up of 
aid. The intention is to reform the delivery and management of aid in 
order to improve its effectiveness in reducing poverty and inequality, 
increasing growth, building capacity and accelerating the achievement 
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The Paris Declaration 
outlines five principles which should shape aid delivery:

•	 Ownership. Developing countries will exercise effective leadership 
over their development policies and strategies, and will coordinate 
development actions;
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•	 Alignment. Donor countries will base their overall support on 
recipient countries’ national development strategies, institutions, 
and procedures;

•	 Harmonisation. Donor countries will work so that their actions 
are more harmonised, transparent, and collectively effective;

•	 Managing	 for	 results. All countries will manage resources and 
improve decision-making for results; and,

•	 Mutual	 accountability. Donor and developing countries pledge 
that they will be mutually accountable for development results.

Taxpayers and their governments appear to be increasingly concerned 
with ‘value for money’ and tangible results of development coopera-‘value for money’ and tangible results of development coopera-value for money’ and tangible results of development coopera-
tion. This tendency partly explains increasing demands for rigorous 
evaluations. Needs and aspirations of finding out if and how poverty in 
all its dimensions can be reduced in a particular context is an obvious 
endeavor for a number of actors involved, be they donor governments 
or local NGOs in developing countries. Such needs and aspirations, 
however, may sail into more dire straits when they are motivated more by 
upwards accountability to donor governments, the funders, rather than 
by accountability to people living in poverty, and by knowledge produc-
tion for the sake of learning and, ultimately, improvement of methods, 
processes and content of activities used by social movements and interest 
groups involved in donor funded poverty reduction work. In addition, 
there is a tendency for donor funded evaluations to be guided by linear 
before-and-after conceptualisations of change, as opposed to alternative 
and more pragmatic methods of looking into means and consequences 
and reduction of uncertainties. 

Social movements and interest groups in the global South are faced 
with another challenge – or possibility, depending on one’s perspective 
– on top of the new aid architecture: the ensuing focus on results-based 
management, and the preference amongst donors for linear before-and-
after type of evaluations. It is the emergence of new donors/funders/credit-
ors, outside of the largely intergovernmental aid architecture of donors 
linked to the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC), which 
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spearheaded the aid effectiveness agenda mentioned above: multilateral 
donors, and so called traditional non-OECD donors, mostly Arab states. 

Emerging donors with another set of policies

Most emerging donors come with their sets of policies and approaches, a 
few of which may include principles of non-interference (in grand corrup-
tion or human rights abuse in the footsteps of extractive industries). These 
so called emerging donors consist of two main types: private foundations, 
including global funds providing large amounts of funding of specific 
issues like HIV/AIDS, and governments, such as those of China and India. 

The increasingly complex environment of donors, funders and 
credit-ors create challenges for social movements and interest groups. 
Civil society actors may bounce into hurdles while finding their way in 
this maze of different political/economic/strategic priorities, policies, 
methods and approaches. This is due to the tendency of some emerging 
donors to focus on support to governments, while disregarding civil 
society; or of others to work only with certain parts of civil society, such 
as faith based groups; or of yet others to tilt the balance of resources by 
providing massive amounts of funds for a very specific issue, while the 
broader environment in which this issue is expected to be dealt with gets 
next to nothing. 

Another dimension of challenges facing social movements and interest 
groups pertain to value based conflicts within society. NGOs, in particular 
those connected to global discourses through memberships in umbrella 
organisations and other means of communication, may end up using 
ideas and concepts which are perceived to, or actually do, go against 
local traditions, at least as defined by local elites. Gender equality is one 
such concept. NGOs’ setting up of women-only groups as a means of 
pursuing a poverty reduction program in villages may run counter to male 
dominated informal and formal power structures, as they may threaten 
the foundations of their legitimacy. People living in poverty may end 
up being caught between these two nodes of influence, each claiming to 
be development oriented, not knowing whether to go with the flow or 
opt for resistance. 
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By way of introduction, this was a very brief overview of but a few of 
the existing challenges – and opportunities – facing social movements 
and interest groups in developing countries in relation to trends in the 
international donor community.
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