Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations Response to the Scottish Government’s Consultation on its International Development Policy October 2007 
Introduction 

The Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) is the umbrella body for the voluntary sector in Scotland.  Our 1300 members represent a large constituency covering the majority of charitable activity in Scotland and a range of overseas interests.  Many of these members are themselves intermediary bodies representing the interests of the sector locally and with respect to specific types of work.  Through them we maintain a further contact with the sector at large and the issues that affect it.

The elected SCVO Policy Committee represents large and small, local, national and international organisations, covering many different fields of activity. The Committee’s experience and knowledge is instrumental in informing our policy positions.

In addition to building voluntary sector capacity and strengthening governance; increasing the effectiveness of the voluntary sector’s infrastructure; and promoting citizen action and civic engagement, SCVO has adopted “Promoting civil society interaction locally, nationally and globally” as one of its key objectives for the period 2007-2010.

A main focus of our international work is supporting and sharing learning with our counterpart organisations across the globe.  This engagement is facilitated through our leading role, and membership of the Steering Group, of the Affinity Group of National Associations (AGNA).  Additionally, over the last three years, we have developed a fruitful bilateral relationship with the Council of NGOs in Malawi (CONGOMA), including conducting a number of staff learning exchanges (we are currently hosting CONGOMA’s Programme Manager on a 2 ½ month Commonwealth Professional Fellowship).

The Consultation
SCVO welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation on the Scottish Government’s International Development Policy and to participate in the development of Scotland role as a responsible nation in the world.  

Key Points
SCVO very much appreciates the Government’s commitment to double the international aid budget, and we are supportive of the decision to maintain Scotland’s relationship with Malawi including the earmarking of £3 million of assistance per year.
Building on our history, our own vibrant third sector, and our current global role as host of the CIVICUS World Assembly, SCVO wishes to work with the Scottish government to develop an international role and profile for Scotland as an active promoter and supporter of civil society. 

Answers to specific questions asked in the consultation paper are set out below.
1.  Subject Priorities

The specific priorities of education, health and civil society development are definitely still relevant but we believe much more emphasis needs to be placed on the latter – both abroad and at home.  
To date, very little tangible work to support civil society development internationally has been facilitated officially.  It is widely acknowledged that a vibrant civil society is a key component of any healthy society and state and, given our own relatively well-developed voluntary sector, the Scottish Government should draw on this experience to prioritise civil society development as a key feature of its new international development policy.
Despite Scottish NGO capacity building being an explicit goal of the previous Executive’s policy, a considerable amount of government funding has been used to support public and quasi-public bodies’ international activities (rather than prioritising those of NGOs).  We would like to see this trend reversed, with more assistance being channelled towards improving the capacity of ostensibly domestic voluntary organisations that nonetheless have contribution to make (and lessons to learn) in the international arena – see ‘Additional Suggestions’ below for more detail.
On health and education issues, it is well documented that primary level interventions achieve the greatest gains for the largest number of people at the least cost.  Less well resourced countries therefore tend to focus on addressing those areas of greatest need, i.e. primary and community-based health care and primary level education, and in recognition of those locally perceived needs, Scottish assistance should be similarly prioritised.  Again, Scotland has rich experience in cost-effective community level approaches that can and should be drawn on.
2.  Geographic Principles  
SCVO supports the focus of Government resources on Sub-Saharan Africa but believes there should be flexibility to provide support for other areas of the world, though possibly in a more limited way.  Although funds are limited, restricting them for use across a whole continent will hardly ensure more effective use and cannot really be said to be targeted in any meaningful way.  Instead, project proposals should be judged on what outcomes they are likely to achieve in their own right, not whether they fit with synthetically limited geographical criteria.  For example, the Government may decide it wishes to support proposals that will achieve systemic or structural change in some way, rather than those that will just be ‘sticking plasters’.  Alternatively, it could decide to prioritise proposals that demonstrate the most significant and well-evidenced long-term partnership working.  Finally, geographical priorities may skew potential applicants’ development activities away from valuable work in areas of great need – chasing money isn’t likely to create well thought out projects with tried and tested relationships.
3.  International Development Fund and Process
It would be acceptable if the small and main grants schemes were amalgamated, provided that a range of small applications can be properly accommodated within the criteria.  For example, the minimum level of funds that can be requested should not be set too high, and documentation and reporting requirements should be proportionate and realistic for smaller organisations. 
Further to comments and suggestions in ‘1’ above, the Humanitarian Health Fund could be refocused to prioritise community and primary level interventions.
While SCVO believes the challenge fund approach should continue, the Government may like to add an option for soliciting bids in areas where it feels that insufficient applications have been submitted, or where it would like to develop new initiatives in key strategic areas.  Soliciting could be done either as an open process or by approaching one or more organisations uniquely well placed to prepare a project proposal for consideration and proper assessment.  This approach has been used successfully by a range of funders, including the Big Lottery Fund.
Finally, we believe there are a number of practical improvements that could be made to the funding application process, such as more user friendly forms that are easy to complete but still collect salient information (for example, there is sufficient space in boxes to properly answer key questions about, say, partnership or monitoring and evaluation issues, etc).  As an active participant in the Funders Forum Frontline, SCVO would be happy to facilitate links and the sharing of learning from that Forum to help improve and ensure best funding practices for International Development Fund processes.

Additional Suggestions
SCVO believes that the Scottish Government can best deliver its vision of a Scotland that is a force for good in the world by adding a strategic theme to its international development policy aimed at building Scottish NGO capacity to play a more active role at an international level.  
As mentioned in ‘1’ above, we would like to see a specific assistance stream focused on improving the capacity of ostensibly domestic voluntary organisations that nonetheless have contribution to make and lessons to learn internationally.
Similar to Norway’s relatively new emphasis on ‘natural partnerships’, this proposal focuses on establishing much more equal civil society to civil society links where civil society in different countries can come together and learns from each other in a much more balanced way than traditional ‘international development’ practices of the past.  Fundamental to this is ensuring that practitioners working on similar issues, trying to confront similar challenges (albeit in different environments and/or contexts) are able to ‘find’ each other and be supported in developing an effective partnership.

Scotland already has an important foundation for and profile in relation to civil society capacity building through our hosting of the CIVICUS World Assembly for three years culminating in June 2009. The previous Scottish Executive and the current Minister for Europe, External Affairs & Culture have both been extremely supportive of this. However it’s now timely to consider how we maximise on the experience of hosting CIVICUS as a global platform, and on the links that have already been made between Scottish organisations and their counterparts elsewhere in the world.
We envisage a role for Scotland as a regional and global hub for international civil society networks, providing facilities, networking opportunities and support in both a virtual and physical sense, and would value the opportunity to develop these proposals more thoroughly with the Scottish government.

Such a programme of developing more and better international partnerships for Scottish civil society practitioners to share knowledge and experiences of policy and practice with overseas colleagues would:
· build the capacity of Scottish (and other countries’) voluntary organisations to operate effectively in an international environment, especially in terms of learning to share expertise with others in different countries;

· help us to access and contribute to influencing supranational debates;

· increase learning and lesson sharing, which will make us more aware of the existence of other solutions and enable us to spot potential future problems; 

· support our domestic policy agendas and priorities. 

In conclusion, extending our policies from Scotland to the wider world – building on exclusion work in Scotland, etc – at the same time as approaching our own domestic policy issues from a more international perspective, will add considerable value to our mainstream international development strategy.  But to do it effectively will need dedicated support and capacity building.
Conclusion
We trust that the Scottish Government will consider our submission when finalising its revised International Development Policy.  We feel it is important to say that we are generally supportive of the government’s approach, but feel that the additional dimension we have raised adds potentially significantly to the impact such policy and investment may have. We hope that our concerns and suggestions will be addressed and, if that is the case, we believe the new Policy will create a workable and balanced programme to support both international and domestic policy agendas.
