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Session:  Civ i l  society and donor demands

New challenges: The impact of the 

Paris Agenda and new emerging 

donors on child rights in civil society

Eva Geidenmark

This paper is based on a study that was commissioned by Save the Child-
ren Sweden. Its purpose is to increase the organisation’s understanding 
and knowledge of how to support and strengthen the capacity of civil 
society organisations in a changing development aid environment.  It is 
basically a desk study, aiming to give an account of how the traditional 
development aid setting is changing, and to assess how the implemen-
tation of the Paris Agenda and the increasing influence of ‘emerging 
donors’1 might affect civil society at different levels.

The most substantial development aid partners for almost all develo-
ping countries remain the traditional Western donors. They are members 
of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation 
of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and are signed 
up to the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for 
Action (together referred to as the Paris Agenda)2.   They are, however, 
not the only important partners; the ‘traditional Western approach’ now 
appears to be challenged by increasing activities of other state and non-
state actors such as China, India and large private foundations, outside 
the largely intergovernmental aid system centred on the OECD donors.  

Major players in development aid and what they do

In the study, five categories of major players in development aid of parti-
cular interest to Save the Children Sweden (SCS)3, have been identified: 

•	 traditional	Western	donors,	
•	 multilateral	donors,	
•	 traditional	non	OECD	donors	–	Arab	aid,	
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•	 China	and	India	as	‘emerging	donors’,	and	
•	 non-state	emerging	donors.

Traditional Western donors

The DAC has 23 bilateral donors as members, constituting ‘traditional 
Western donors’ for the purposes of this report.4  These traditional 
Western donors have developed the Paris Agenda in order to entrench 
principles of aid effectiveness through ownership, alignment, harmonisa-
tion, managing for results and mutual accountability.  

The case studies examined in the report demonstrate that the 
implementation of the Paris Agenda has created both challenges and 
opportunities. It has created opportunities for civil society to inform and 
influence the aid effectiveness agenda so that the realisation of children’s 
rights becomes an important element of it. However, the case studies 
also highlight that civil society is not always seizing these opportunities.  
This may be a consequence of unwillingness on the part of governments 
to encourage civil society participation; it may also be that civil society 
is not always provided with the information it requires to participate 
meaningfully; or that civil society lacks knowledge and understanding 
of the processes and/or has weak technical and institutional capacity.  

Multilateral donors

Multilateral donors are international institutions with government 
membership; they include UN agencies and global and regional finan-
cial multilateral institutions such as UNDP, UNESCO, UNICEF, 
WFP, FAO, UNFPA, UNHCHR, OCHA, Asian Development Bank, 
African Development Bank, World Bank, European Commission and 
so on.  Bilateral donors are increasingly supplying aid indirectly through 
multilateral institutions.   

Traditional non-OECD donors – Arab aid

The traditional donors beyond the OECD are made up mostly of Arab 
states that have been active in development cooperation since the 1960s 
or 1970s. States belonging to this category have provided levels of funding 
exceeding the development contributions of many individual DAC donors. 
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China and India as ‘emerging donors’

China’s development aid has increased significantly in recent years, 
particularly in Africa. China has been driven principally by its search 
for energy resources to sustain economic growth. It has been criticised 
at length for its policy of political ‘non-interference’ which has raised 
concerns that efforts to combat corruption and promote good governance 
will be weakened.  

The main focal point for Indian aid is its large bilateral programmes 
in neighbouring countries, and the country’s technical training and 
cultural assistance programmes. India does not engage itself significantly 
in multilateral development assistance; as with China, it has signed the 
Paris Declaration but as a recipient country rather than as a donor.  

Non-state actors

There are only rough estimates readily available of the scale of foundation 
giving, but Marten and Witte (2008) estimate that international founda-
tions spend $3 to $5 billion per year.  They find that the main emphasis 
of private foundations lies on health initiatives followed by education, 
civil society and good governance, agriculture and the environment. Other 
important non-state donors are large scale Global Funds, focussing on 
vertical funding rather than interventions across multiple sectors in the 
context of a country-level development strategy.  

Conclusions 

The development aid environment is changing.  Four major areas of 
change have occurred: 

•	 the	implementation	of	the	Paris	Agenda	and	a	growing	alignment	
of DAC donors’ aid with recipient governments and harmonisation 
amongst themselves;

•	 the	emergence	of	private	donors	as	development	actors	in	their	
own right, notably but not exclusively the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation and the alliances they have formed around issues such 
as AIDS, malaria, and agricultural development in Africa;

•	 the	importance	and	long-term	implications	of	Islamic	donors,	and	
their support for faith-oriented development in Islamic countries; and
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•	 the	increasing	influence	of	China	and	India	in	the	global	economy	
and global politics, and as development actors.

The significance of the rise of the emerging donors may lie more in 
terms of challenging Western norms of operation than in equalling their 
financial clout. China, in particular, challenges the Western view that 
there is a positive relationship between democracy and economic growth, 
and it has different perspectives on human rights, state power and the 
role of civil society. The differences between Chinese and DAC donor 
approaches to development assistance arise from differences in views about 
what works economically and what is desirable politically and socially. 
The other implication of the increasing influence of the emerging donors 
is that the hard-won consensus in the DAC may have to be reworked in 
the light of the challenge coming from the new actors.  

Some commentators have argued that there may be benefits from this 
reworking. For example, there may be benefits for African civil society 
in losing its close association with Western donors and becoming more 
autonomous and independent

The challenge for an organisation such as Save the Children today is to 
engage with the international aid agenda in order to promote children’s 
rights, while negotiating its way through the shifting priorities and the 
landscape brought about by the Paris Agenda as well as the increasing 
role of the emerging and non-state donors.  

Notes

1.  The term ‘emerging donor’ is far from ideal. In some cases, countries such as China 
and former Soviet bloc countries have been involved in some form of development 
cooperation for an extended period of time. In addition, some may object to being clas-
sified as donors at all, given that the restricted nature of some of their activities may not 
correspond to more rigorous definitions of the term ‘donor’.  Similarly, many private 
foundations have been in existence for a long time.  However, the term has widespread 
currency and is used here since it is a useful description inasmuch as their impact on 
development aid is increasing and developing.

2.  The OECD’s definition of ODA is: ‘Official Development Assistance (ODA) is 
defined as those flows to developing countries and multilateral institutions provided by 
official agencies, including state and local governments, or by their executive agencies, each 
transaction of which meets the following tests: i) it is administered with the promotion 
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of the economic development and welfare of developing countries as its main objective; 
and ii) it is concessional in character and conveys a grant element of at least 25 per cent.’

3.  For a detailed inventory of donors across the piece including emerging donors such as 
South Africa and Brazil as well as new EU states, see Grimm et al 2009 and Rowlands 2008.

4. Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, UK, United States and the Commission of the European Communi-
ties, http://www.oecd.org/document/38/0,3343,en_2649_34603_1893350_1_1_1_1,00.
html (accessed 10 September 2009).
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