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Clare Short, the outspoken Secretary of State for
International Development, replies here to questions
sent by users of BBC News Online.

Q. What controls does the British Government have on
the spending of bilateral aid by the administrations of
receiving countries and are any trade agreements
associated with the provision of this aid?
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A. The government is committed to mobilising the
international community to meet the targets for 2015
agreed by almost all the world's governments - of halving
the proportion of people living in abject poverty, providing
primary education for all children, and ensuring everyone
has access to basic health care. I want everyone to
know that such a massive advance is possible and to
press governments worldwide to play their part in
achieving it.
When we provide direct aid we look very closely at the
commitment of governments to achieving the 2015
targets and to rooting out corruption and
mismanagement. The assistance we provide is subject
to a formal agreement and a rigorous set of procedures
to ensure that the aid is used effectively.
Since 1997, when we announced the closure of the Aid
and Trade Provision, no new aid has been or will be tied
to trade agreements. We believe consideration of
individual commercial contracts should be kept separate
from decisions about how and where to spend the aid
budget.
The policy of the government was set out in the White
Paper on International Development, published in
November 1997 and available on our Website
(www.dfid.gov.uk).
Q. I rarely catch the news, but I did see on television
Tony Blair announcing that the Honduran world debt
could be postponed while they recover from the current
crisis. Having been there, is it realistic or moral to hold
unmanageable debts like this over their heads? Could it
not be cancelled? I can't help but think in the long-term
that has to be a more supportive option. I should add
that things might have moved on already from this
position - has the government changed on this policy?
Abigail Norton
A. Honduras was the country in Central America most
badly affected by the floods. Obviously they cannot
service any of their external debt for the time being. For
the next three years, governments who have lent money
to Honduras have agreed to defer all debt service
payments. Payments to agencies such as the IMF and
World Bank will be met from a new Trust Fund that our
government urged to be set up and to which we have
pledged £10m and many others have also contributed.
After that time, Honduras is likely to get long-term debt
relief under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries debt
initiative, with creditors cancelling part of their loans to
reduce Honduras's external debt to a sustainable level.
Q. I am currently working in the Ministry of Health in
Ghana, trying to strengthen its procurement capacity. My
first question is on ownership:
Why is so little of procurement, using DFID funds, being
executed by institutions in the developing countries,
especially after some decades of independence of those
countries?
As a procurement specialist you will understand the
problems and pitfalls which surround this work, and the
difficulty of ensuring that it is carried out in an open,
honest and effective way. For many years after
independence the procurement systems of many
developing nations were limited and were often open to
abuse and corruption. Many governments were also very
sensitive about allowing outsiders to become involved.
For those reasons many donor agencies, including
DFID, have operated systems using their own
procurement specialists because we must be able to
assure our public that the funds they provide to help
poor people are not being misused.
I believe that local capacity building is critically important
and we are increasingly incorporating this into our
programmes. We are undertaking more procurement of
local expertise and are equally keen to help
governments develop their own procurement skills, but
new systems must be effective and rule out corruption.
The Sector Investment Programme with the Ministry of
Health in Ghana is an example of this.
My second question is related to the first. Is Crown
Agents (or other Procurement Agents for that matter)
ever being looked into in effectively sharing knowledge
on how public procurement needs to done?
Rob Verhage
Resident Procurement Advisor
Ministry of Health, Accra, Ghana
A. DFID monitors all the procurement specialists we use
to ensure that they are effective. We then feed the
experience of that work into the training and advice
which is given to developing country partners. Crown
Agents in Ghana is headed by a Ghanaian.
Q. I am a VSO working in Lusaka Zambia assisting the
development of small business in a newly liberalised
economy. My question is connected firstly with the
observation of the considerable waste of funds by
international development agencies and secondly the
continual enforcement for the repayment of national
debts and the effect this has on the development of
national economies.
My question is: How effective, in your opinion, are United
Nation agencies and how might their role be made more
effective?
Yours
Simon Bradwell
Technology Development and Advisory Unit Experts in
Technology
A. The United Nations has a vital role to play in
development. The great UN summits and conferences in
recent years have set the development agenda for the
21st century.
However, the UN system still lacks a unity of purpose
and effective mechanisms to ensure that different parts
of the UN system work in a coherent and co-ordinated
way. Many parts of the system are less effective that
they should be.
That is why the UN secretary general has introduced a
wide-ranging package of measures to change the way
the organisation works. These aim to eliminate overlap
and duplication of functions and to make the UN more
effective so that it is better able to deliver the poverty
elimination targets. We strongly support his efforts and
remain committed to the UN and to ensuring that it
makes the most effective and efficient use of its
resources for the benefit of all member states.
Q. Over the years, African 'leaders' have turned out to be
the worst enemies of their countries by looting billions of
pounds from various treasuries and stashing same in
European banks, especially in Switzerland. A recent
relevant example is the recovery of more than two billion
pounds looted by the late General Abacha (may he rot in
hell) during his tenure as Nigeria's head of State. I
believe that if these thieves have a hard time finding
homes for such vast amounts, they will think twice
before engaging in such nefarious activities and
consequently, free the money for development projects.
What efforts are you considering in making life hard for
African heads of State who loot their economies, so that
they will be unable to find a home for such monies?
Godwin Imandeh
BioSciences Dept.,
Swansea University
A. I agree with you that we must act globally to deprive
corrupt heads of state of places to hide the proceeds of
their illegal activities. The UK is a member of the
international Financial Action Task Force which has
adopted 40 recommendations to combat money
laundering, including provisions under national law and
codes of behaviour for banks. The task force is
developing a network of regional organisations to help
countries tackle money laundering. There are already
organisations in the Caribbean, Asia and Pacific, and it
is working with the Commonwealth Secretariat to
establish a grouping in Southern and Eastern Africa.
Q. What is Clare Short's opinion on the MAI? Is she in
favour of implementing it as it currently stands?
Richard Swain
Nottingham
A. We strongly support the aim of securing a better
international framework for investment which brings
benefits to developing countries. This needs to be based
on a set of rules which take proper account of social,
environmental and developmental issues. The biggest
risk to developing countries is an international
investment agreement they cannot be party to that
excludes them from beneficial investment.
Following the French government's decision to withdraw
from the MAI negotiations, it is now almost certain that
there will be no MAI. We believe this is an opportunity to
learn from the negotiations on the MAI and to ensure
that any future international investment agreement
safeguards the interests of the world's poorest countries.
Q. In our countries lack of governance - the ability of the
political system to reach decisions and the efficiency of
public administration to execute them - is the mayor
bottleneck for development. Therefore unlike accepted
wisdom and main stream practice, financial and material
resources, might not need to be any longer a priority in
development cooperation.
Governance is low due to corruption, lack of
transparency and straightfowardness on the part of quite
a few politicians. So the people do not trust the political
class which then find it difficult to convince on important
matters. On the other part, the moral and commitment of
public servants has been undermined both by political
corruption and by the tiresome and simplistic neoliberal
speech against public institutions an bureaucrats.
One of the most important differences - in my opinion,
the most important - between the quality of life between
in a country like yours and a country like mine, has to do
with the quality of public institutions: transparency,
commitment, attention to the public, procedures, red
tape, accountability, awareness of responsibilities vis a
vis the country, predictability. (I had an opportunity to
reafirm this opinion when, in the context of a working
visit to your country in order to get acquainted with some
of your privatization experiences, I found that the issue
of corruption concerning the regulator of the various
industries, does not even arise. The power of the
regulator to define even profit margins of the privatized
industries vis a vis the levels of impunity associated with
"political loyalties", would have to be a factor to consider
in my country when deciding how to modernize our
public sector).
Unfortunately, neither the World Bank nor our policy
makers have attached to this issue the importance it
deserves within the context of the structural adjustment
programs . It has to be said that, apart from some recent
and very timid interest, there concerns have been limited
to the size of the public sector and no the issues of its
quality and efficiency.
In so far as the public sector is and will continue to be,
an important player in our development, in order to
succeed in the global economy we need much higher
levels of public sector efficiency or governance. In other
words, government performance in a world that gets
closer through trade -of goods, services, technology,
production and consumption patterns and capitals-, is a
mayor source of comparative advantages or
disadvantages these days.
Given these concepts, would you not consider placing
the issue of governance in your development
cooperation agenda?. Perhaps you know that the OECD
and UNDP are already very interested in this topic and
that there are people in these institutions that have been
working with chosen LDCs for some time.
Yours sincerely,
Otton Solis
Costa Rica, Former Planning Minister
Currently Consultant UNDP in Colombia.
A. Let me finish by saying that a lot of us social
democrats in LDCs have great hopes in connection with
the third way agenda that Labour is drawing for the
British. Let me, respectfully, put to you that the Third
Way View might very well include a new form of drawing
the development agenda, in which in this global world
you take into account some of our own views on the
matter.
I agree with much of your analysis of why good
governance is so important. We expect governments
with which we work to share our commitment to
improving governance, to tackle corruption and to uphold
human rights. Where governments do not share this
commitment we do not work with them. Instead, we look
for parts of government, local government and NGOs
who are committed to poverty elimination and good
governance. We devote substantial resources (over
£17m a year) to technical assistance designed to
improve governance. Only if the necessary reforms are
in place will we transfer large resources to support
development, otherwise, as you say, the money will
simply be wasted.
Q. Is the UK and Europe tired of trying to encourage real
and lasting development projects in Africa?
Over the last 20 years how many development projects
that the UK has been involved in, in Africa how many
have judged to be successful and by what criteria is this
judgement made?
G.C.Euinton
Harare
A. It may surprise you to learn that there are many
encouraging signs in Africa. Over the last three years, 31
African countries achieved economic growth of more
than 3% per year. Foreign direct investment, although
still too small, has been rising. Africa's share in world
trade has shown signs of recovering from its long
decline. Some countries, such as Mozambique, Cote
d'Ivoire, Uganda, and Mauritius, have done much better
than this.
But some 250 million people in Africa still live in deep
poverty and we must do better. With other development
agencies we are committed to supporting those African
governments which are following policies to reduce
poverty and improve access to better health, education
and clean water.
We have helped to finance many hundreds of projects
and programmes in Africa. These are carefully assessed
against their original targets. Around 75% are wholly or
largely successful in meeting their purpose but overall
economic policies in too many countries have meant that
the benefits of such investments have not resulted in a
lasting reduction of poverty. That is why we are focusing
more on supporting whose policies enable individual
activities to have a greater effect.
Q. There can be very few people in the Developed World
who haven't heard of Global Warming in the past year or
so. Yet how many know about an equally worrying but
virtually unheard of problem concerning the
desertification of large tracts of the Earth.
About 2,000 delegates from 190 countries and hundreds
of environmental organisations have gathered in the
Senegalese capital, Dakar, for an international
conference on the spread of deserts.
This problem has far reaching long term implications just as Global Warming does. Yet it has been given
virtually no publicity. What will the Government do to
provide leadership and put this problem at the same
level of urgency as Global Warming? What commitments
are the Government going to make to help the affected
countries?
Robert Glenister
Ex-Pat currently working in Sunnyvale, Ca, USA
A. I agree that desertification is an important issue for
development as well as the environment. Half of those in
extreme poverty live in lands suffering degradation. The
Desertification Convention is significant because it aims
to improve living conditions and create sustainable
livelihoods for the millions of people in drylands through
out the world. We made clear at the Convention meeting
last year that, in our view, addressing desertification and
land degradation directly addresses poverty.
A key to progress are Nation Action Programmes,
developed through participatory, bottom-up processes.
Many developing countries told the Conference in Dakar
of the progress they were making with these. The
programmes provide a poverty-focused basis for
development assistance and my department is
committed to helping countries with them.
Over the past two years we have committed over £90
million to activities directly related to land degradation
and drought. Over the last year we have started new
bilateral projects in some 12 countries and some 8 transregional projects.
At the Dakar Conference, a group of parliamentarians
produced a declaration calling for greater awareness
and action in relation to the Convention. We strongly
support this.
Q. When the Labour Party was elected the people of
Montserrat hoped for a more compassionate and urgent
approach to resolving problems caused by the the
Volcanic disaster here. Regrettably that has not
happened and the problems continue.
The problems are many and inexcusable to the
inhabitants, considering that this crisis is now almost four
years in the making, but typical of these is the fact that
400 persons are still living in primitive shelters & there
has been a critical shortage of Liquid Propane Gas for
the last two years that is used by everyone on Island to
cook and heat water. Plans exist to resolve both these
problems but they illustrate the lack of urgency that
seems to exist in addressing problems here.
While much has been accomplished and is planned,
gaping holes are apparent in the recently negotiated
Three Year Country Policy Plan. For example:
(i) A Fixed Wing Airport, to replace the existing
devastated airport, was recently placed on a back burner
indefinitely in spite of multiple feasibility studies.
(ii) The area to the South of the Evacuated Zone, has
many habitable houses, that will be usable in less than
three years as the Volcanic activity diminishes, yet no
plan exists to restore the infrastructure there.
Probably the most painful thing for Montserrations is that
the "'Aid" they receive is constantly compared by UK
Officials, to aid sent to countries such as Bangladesh on
a pound per person scale. Considering that Montserrat is
governed by the UK & populated by British subjects,
Montserrations find this mind set very objectionable.
They also strongly resent the fact that you have never
visited the island. This is also hard to understand,
considering that this is the worst disaster that the UK has
had to manage since World War II and requires a
significant portion of your annual budget. They continue
to wonder whether this is benign neglect or negligence?
Peter Beadle
A. The Sustainable Development Plan agreed last
month by the Government of Montserrat (GoM) and the
British Government followed a wide-ranging consultation
exercise involving Monserratians on the island and
elsewhere in the Caribbean and in the UK, and regional
and international aid agencies. It reflects the shared
priorities of our two governments for the social and
economic recovery Montserrat and sets out a plan for
the future of the island and the strategies needed to
achieve its goals and objectives. To support the GoM's
plans, we have pledged a further £75m for the period
1998/99 - 2000/01.
A Physical Development Plan (PDP) is also to be
produced which will guide planners in deciding land use,
taking account of likely longer term uses. This will
reduce the risk of short-term decisions being taken
which limit future long term options.
Following a survey of housing needs in November 1997,
we approved £13.9m for 264 houses which people can
build themselves and the costs of preparing the land. We
are also providing accommodation for 100 elderly people
at two homes and financial grants to buy materials for
self-build housing.
We are examining the feasibility of providing funding for
a soft mortgage facility which would raise private finance
on the regional financial market. This would enable the
GoM to provide loans, over a 20-25 year period, for the
construction of 65 houses initially.
GoM accepts that the Thatch Valley site for a new airport
is not financially viable. Neither of the potential
alternative sites (Geralds and Blakes) has been agreed
by the island. However, the volcano's continuing dormant
period makes the reopening of the existing airport (WH
Bramble) more feasible. In the meantime, we are funding
the helicopter and ferry services to Antigua, and have
funded the construction of a new jetty at Little Bay.
In September 1997, our Minister for International
Development, George Foulkes, visited Montserrat to see
the impact of the tragedy. He also talked to the islanders
to enable them to make informed choices about their
future and to ensure that British Government policy is
clearly understood in the region. Mr Foulkes is planning
to visit Montserrat again early next year.
The tragedy in Montserrat is, of course, terrible for the
people of Montserrat, but it is nowhere near the worst
crisis of recent years. British assistance to Montserrat
has been more generous than to any other place on
earth. We have in fact been criticised for spending too
much in Montserrat.
Political and personal
Q. Do you think the Labour Party is good at
communicating its policy to the masses and what do you
think is the most effective way to do this on public
issues?
Regards
Lisa
A. The Labour Party has been effective at
communicating its policy to the public - as last year's
general election result shows.
In government we have tried to get our message across
in Parliament and through the media, which is the best
and quickest way to reach a wide audience today. We
are trying to make government more open and
accountable than it has been in the past.
My department has made a big effort to put open
government into practice. In the last six months we have
had a national and nine regional development policy
forums where we have discussed our policies with
people from many backgrounds, including charities, nongovernment organisations, trade unions, business and
the churches. We publish all our documents on the
Internet and our policies are set out in a series of reports
which are publicly available. My junior minister and I also
carry out a series of regional visits where the public,
school children and others get the opportunity to ask
questions and find out more about development and the
work of the department.
Q. What job - in or out of politics - would you like to do if
you had to choose one other than International
Development Secretary?
From Paul B, London
A. I'm very lucky as I'm doing a job I love as part of the
first Labour Government in over 18 years and in a
department which is very supportive and friendly.
At the moment there is nothing I would prefer to do.
Q. When do you think the percentage of GDP Britain
gives for its overseas aid budget will match that of the
European average?
From Jenny S, Brixton
A. We have reversed years of decline in the aid budget
under the previous government, so that we are now
much closer to the European average of 0.33%. By the
end of this Parliament we will have increased the
development budget by 28% in real terms to £3.2 billion
- so that it will be 0.3% of GDP. Our long term aim is still
for Britain to reach the UN target of 0.7%.
But it is important to measure not just how much we
spend but what impact it has. We have been reviewing
all the work of my department to ensure that the
development budget is spent effectively in pursuit of the
targets for 2015 agreed by almost all the world's
governments - of halving the proportion of people living
in abject poverty, providing universal primary education
for all children, and ensuring everyone has access to
basic health care. These are big aims but the experts
agree that they are affordable and achievable.
Q. How much influence do you genuinely think being in
the Cabinet gives you over general government policy?
How much say do you really get on policy outside of
your immediate ministerial brief?
Fraternally, Matthew McGregor
A. Clearly the area of government policy for which I am
directly responsible is international development. But in
today's globalised world, that involves working closely
with ministers in other government departments - the
Foreign Office, the Ministry of Defence, the DTI and the
Treasury - on issues such as human rights, security
sector reform, debt and trade.
In our weekly Cabinet meetings I have the opportunity to
discuss the major political issues of the day. You would
probably be surprised by how often we are in
agreement.
Q. If you were a regeneration officer working with
disadvantaged communities in UK cities, who would you
most like to have a One to One meeting with?
A. I represent an inner city constituency. I like having
one to one meetings with my constituents. I frequently
do this at my advice bureaux. I learn a lot from their
common sense and dignity, often in the face of great
difficulties.
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