PAGE  
1

Security Through Community Engagement

A Community Development Approach to Poverty Reduction.

 ( Talk given at the Fabian Society August 15th 2006)

Fail to honor people and they will fail to honor you. 

(Lao Tsu 2000 years ago)

A new form of Leadership.

Firstly I want to outline a case for securing long-term national security through a new form of leadership that aims to build long-term relationships between the people of Australia and the people of the countries of our region.  It is based on the straightforward premise that our national security is tied to the security of all the people of our region and it is therefore important that we know these people and are demonstrably willing to work with them.

In recent times the Australian people have shown great concern for what is happening in the world through substantially increasing their contributions to overseas aid via community based organisations.  Recent community engagements with East Timor through local government and other organisations, offers relevant models for us to work on. 

Also for more than half a century, Australians have given practical support through their community voluntary service to work in overseas development programs based on a philosophy of living, working and learning together with our neighbours. 

Regrettably, rather than grasp this great opportunity to build on, multiply and add value to this community effort, current government policy has been directed to contracting community organisations as service providers for government programs.  The trend is to apply competition policy rather than encourage cooperation. 

What this does is confine community organisations rather than enhance their capabilities.  

· It also denies the Australian community opportunities to respond directly to the needs of communities overseas.  

· It wastes opportunities to engage in a way that develops understanding of the world in which we live.  

· It fails to reverse the growing trend to rely on a disengaged public not to notice while some of the most important issues of our lifetime and the future of our nation are decided upon. 

National security through community engagement offers an alternative to more and more expenditure on defence and the pre-emptive strike model. Australians have shown they are prepared to work in partnership to assist in a peace process based on relationship building and prepared to support and encourage community initiative in this regard.

Despite our active involvement, in recent years, to advance our commercial interests in Asia, the majority of Australians appear now to be less interested in Asia. In South East Asia, the sub-region closest to us, there are problems in persuading them that Australia is a part of the region (Woolcott 2003).  An Asian Studies Association of Australia report in 2002 argued that Australia’s capacity to understand its nearest neighbours was “stagnant and declining”.

Underlying this case, is not only a belief that military and policing interventions and policies are not the answer to building peace and overcoming poverty but neither is the present economic model we use and impose along with our aid program. This model is based on globalising economics, privatisation, a user pays system and more destructive than all, it is based on the individual not the community and competition not cooperation. This approach does little to reduce poverty and in fact it can be argued it actually produces poverty and disempowers poor people.

The Australian Aid Program.

I don’t intend here to give all the facts and figure as I assume you know enough and if not they are not too difficult to find. From a study of the figures it is difficult to conclude that aid is really designed to help the poor of the world. In our case more than 90% of our Australian Aid is spent on Australian goods and services—therefore primarily assisting Australia and Australians and serving our own self-interest. 

You probably know that in the OECD league ladder of Overseas Aid givers Australia sits around where Essendon is on the AFL ladder—not as bad as Carlton but not much above. In 2005 we were 19th out of 22—just ahead of Greece, US and Portugal. Today I believe we have moved to 18th position.

We have to go back to the mid-70s—the Malcolm Fraser Government –to get to the highest point of our aid giving as a nation. Then it was something like half of one percent of GNP and since then it has been falling. Last year it was 0.25% and here it is important to be reminded of the UN set target of 0.7%.

The Australian ODA budget for 2006/7. 

Remember the Prime Minister announced a little while ago that the Australian Government would double its overseas aid contribution. This was not long after announcing a billion dollar contribution to Tsunami relief --half of which was in loans and the other half we have not heard very much about how that has been spent and/or if that has been spent.

This year the government has increased the budget-BUT-if you leave out the one-off Iraq debt cancellation of $343mil, the increase amounts to 2.4%. If you include the debt relief payment the increase is 15% and the ODA ratio rises from 0.25% to 0.3%. (Further details Note 1.)
NGOs-or should we call it the Not for Profit or even the Community sector.

Total Government aid channelled via these organisations has dropped as a percentage of the aid budget from 4.4% to 3.8%. This is despite the talk in the White Paper about a new mechanism for funding community based organizations as apposed to professional development agencies—whatever that means?  Most of this aid is for NGOs to manage Government programs. The ANCP program, whereby Government subsidises the community based organisations own programs, received and increase of $.5m—up to $27.5M—an actual slide from 1.1% of the total budget to 0.9%.

Volunteer programs

There was an extra allocation of $5Mil to the Australian Youth Ambassadors Program (managed by a consultancy based in Adelaide) and the community based volunteer programs will share $.5Mil. They are Australian Volunteers International and Business Volunteers-the two long-standing community volunteer programs. It is also interesting to note the wording in the budget document—“The Australian Volunteer Program has expanded to include Australian Volunteers International, Australian Business Volunteers and a new program Volunteers for International Development from Australia”. The latter is also managed by the Adelaide based consultancy.

Costs associated with Asylum seekers.

Oxfam estimates that from July 2001 to July 2006 the Pacific Solution cost $570M ---including$26.5M “additional aid to Nauru”. 

If we take the total revealed in the 2006/7 budget for ‘enforcement, management and improvement to detention infrastructure and services and compliance operations’ it comes to a total expenditure of some $700M.

Why do we give aid?

Let me now turn to why we give aid OR the reasons we say we give aid. Most Australian believe we give aid to help the poor. That I think is questionable. 

Here I want to look at what our Government says about aid and development and to do that let me look at the recent White Paper produced by the Government and some of the past reports on ODA produced for the Government. 

 The White Paper, in the words of the Minister for Foreign Affairs “---sets out a comprehensive plan for Australia’s overseas aid program for the next 10 years.”

Like so many of these papers, studies and reports commissioned by Government, there is always something in them for everyone and in the end what is said means very little, unless and until, you begin to see which of the recommendations and suggestions and policies are actually applied and of course in what proportion.

In 1984 there was what we called the Jackson Report. One of the things this report did was to spell out the multiple objectives of official development assistance. These fell into three broad groups, humanitarian, economic and commercial. According to that report ‘Aid is given primarily for humanitarian reasons to alleviate poverty through economic and social development’. 
Then the Simons report in 1997 challenged the multiple objectives approach taken by Jackson, and said it was necessary to ‘focus on a single unambiguous objective’. It went on to say that aid was to assist developing countries to reduce poverty through sustainable economic and social development. The report was entitled ‘One clear objective’ and the subtitle ‘poverty reduction through sustainable development’.

While this report was clearer in its objective, it, like Jackson, had something in it for everyone. The means by which we were to reduce poverty and what was meant by sustainable development was not at all clear and at the release of the Jackson report The Minister responsible, Gordon Bilney, admitted this when he said ‘—while we differ about the means, we are seeking essentially the same ends-‘.

Now in 2006 we have the white paper and it spells out the objective of Australian aid as ‘To assist developing countries to reduce poverty and achieve sustainable development, in line with Australia’s national interest’. This in some way returns to the multiple objectives of Jackson and changes the one clear objective approach of Simons.

However I must say this White Paper is much clearer, and spells out in much more detail The HOW/The MEANS by which the authors—and our Government has accepted-- believe we will produce and support Sustainable Development.

Firstly the title gives a clue to their thinking. 

AUSTRALIAN AID---PROMOTING GROWTH AND STABILITY.

Under the heading of “What the aid program will focus on” there are 4 headings. (Page XII)

· 1. Accelerating economic growth. “Generating shared and sustainable economic growth is the single most important objective for the Asia-Pacific region over the next ten years”. It goes on to talk about “private sector growth”—overcoming “land tenure constraints to growth”—“promoting trade”—“supporting the drivers of growth” and “addressing the environmental challenges to growth”. 
· 2. Fostering functioning and effective states. “Sound policies and institutions are central for growth and development.”

· 3. Investing in people. “Health and education enable the poor to participate in growth, make the workforce more productive, and lead to a better informed citizenry able to demand better government performance.”

· 4. Promoting regional stability and cooperation. “Australia will promote regional responses through a transboundary threats program. This will support Australian Government agencies building networks and expertise in such fields as pandemics, disasters and transnational crime”.

Therefore the key premise is that sustained economic growth is the means by which we will reduce poverty and this will be achieved by greater integration into the global market place, the application of “neo-liberal” economic policies, the imposition of strong governance measures and the main driver of all this should be the private sector. 

Such a position is essentially ideological, self- serving and caters for those who are already rich and powerful.

Unrealistic growth targets
Some research I came across indicates the unrealistic growth targets that would be required to reach a level necessary to reduce poverty. For example, in PNG sustained growth of 3.5% until 2025 would see GNP/ capita at early 1990s levels, with most of the population still living on less than US$2 per day. Similarly, in the Solomon Islands, the average growth rate of 4.4% achieved since 2003 would have to be sustained until 2025 in order for GDP/capita to reach the same level as in 1980.

To be fair there are some positives in the document that should not be lost and they are the focus it gives to Gender and the support it gives to initiatives addressing major diseases, including HIV/AIDS and malaria.

However even here it should be noted, according to figure available that that these are the areas that have suffered over recent years, as more and more of the aid budget has been channelled into law and order and governance initiatives. In 2005/6 almost half of Australian aid was spent on these initiatives, funding for which has increased over the past 4 years from $ 341 mil to $896 mil, including $421 mil on law and order programs alone. Spending on specific poverty reduction programs has shrunk from $1124 mil to $1046 mil. The biggest reductions have been in rural development, down from $261 mil to $224 mil, and infrastructure projects, down to $174 mil, one third of the amount spent prior to the growing emphasis on law and order.

This total commitment to economic growth ignores the reality of the circumstances of most poor people and their nations. It reflects the old economic approach that the bigger the cake we bake the more crumbs will trickle down to the poor and the better off they will be. Nowhere in this thinking is there a place for a mixed economy approach that takes account of subsistence community living, combined with a cash economy—despite the fact that in excess of 80% of the people in most of these countries live this lifestyle. This approach operates on the false premise that all must be employed and if not they must be regarded as  “unemployed”.

If we look at countries like Timor Leste, PNG and Solomon Islands, they are all countries that up to now are substantially dependent on subsistence farming and village community life. In their endeavours to take on our economic model and to enter the cash economy, they have been turned into primary producers for the rich.

For example;

Japanese & others now fish out their waters.

Malaysians and others tear down their forests.

US and others dig up their gold, copper and other minerals.

Australia and others drill for their oil.

Now in the globalised market place even if they have some economic interest in their primary product they are forced to compete for its sale in the international market, a market place over which they have no control and a market place that very few national governments can really influence today—including Australia.

None of this is new and those of you who are old enough could be excused for thinking “haven’t we been here before?”

Last week my daughter took me to see a film that was in the current film festival. It is about coffee from Ethiopia and the international market place. The film is  “Black Gold” and at the end all I could say was I thought I was back in the 70s. The only difference was that this film was mild, it did not have the sting of the books and the films on the same issues we saw back in the 70s—remember “Nestles kills Babies” put out by the World Development Movement in the UK? The film points out how the coffee producers get some 8cents per kilo for their coffee when the end product sells for some $200. Also that a 1% increase in their take from the sale of their product would result in 5 times the total income they receive in overseas aid. 

Another huge problem they face is having turned their food garden into cash cropping land they are not able to easily return to subsistence farming and they can’t eat the product they are now growing—eg coffee, palm oil or rubber. 

Even if they were to have control over the exploitation of the resource, they do not have the technical resources and financial backing and skills to add value and therefore profit from their own resources—most of which are not renewable and therefore have a limited life. It has been estimated that at the rate the forests are being cut down in the Solomon Islands, they will be all gone in 10 years. Naru gives us some insight of what this can mean for a small Island State.

When it comes to skills training even when we do assist we set up a system more suited to a western developed economy than to the needs of the developing country. Then because there is such a shortage of western trained technicians these people are pirated by the rich nations for their own purposes. (Another consequence of globalisation and one, which Australia has been accused of being one of the worst offenders.)

Pacific Guest Workers

At the present time we have our Prime Minister, Mr Howard rejecting a program proposed by Pacific leaders for Australia to develop a guest workers scheme as a way of assisting both farmers in Australia, who are unable to find the necessary number of unskilled labours to pick fruit etc and people in Pacific Nations to assist their families and their nation with the funds earned and remitted to their home. A developmental way of providing these countries with financial assistance, which they have earned, rather than via the unacceptable approach of aid and welfare.

Our Government’s response?  We will provide the region with technical training and then they can come as migrants under our skilled migrant scheme. In other words we again take the skills away from their own country and leave the nation still depending on aid. A clear case of our own self interest. Mind you this is also an issue that our trade union movement needs to look closely at and not write off so easily as a scheme that will take away Australian jobs. 

Education.

I also feel very concerned about the direction of education in these countries. My most recent experience has been in Timor Leste. There are very worrying signs that the basic education curriculum at primary and lower secondary levels do not include appropriate cultural and vocational training. 

There is insufficient congruence between the skill base being developed through the education system and, for the next 2 or 3 decades, the reality of a livelihood based in the agricultural sector for a huge majority of young people in the rural areas. 

One could not reasonable expect a perceptible growth in paid employment to be developed in less than this timeframe. The growing population of young people in the formal sector cash economy is currently centralised in Dili and being planned for a few small regional growth centers. Recent World Bank figures estimate that already 40% of all young people in Dili are unemployed.

Like so many developing countries the education system appears to have been developed for the small percentage of young people who will ultimately find paid employment in the formal economy and not for the large majority who will have to find a livelihood in the rural sector, mainly as subsistence farmers living a village lifestyle.

 I am reminded very much of my experience in PNG some 40 years ago and fearful of the same possible outcome with school leavers (drop-outs) not wanting to embrace village life and moving to live on the fringes of the larger towns. We call them ‘rascals’ and blame them for their predicament.
Disconnect between international aid and local level needs.

In Timor Leste, and I believe this is also true for other countries there is what I call a disconnect, between the International aid and development programs and local level immediate needs.  Bilateral and multilateral development programs work mostly at the macro level and are in the main, concentrating on the development and re-development of the country’s infrastructure, it’s health, education and legal systems at the national governance level. There is no doubt that this work is important for the long-term future of the nation and one would not want to advocate withdrawal from any of these programs. 

However there is a disconnect between these programs and the life of today’s population. That is to say between those who in the future will lead the country and those who today are responsible for the well being of the people.

Farmers need assistance to improve their crops. They need to learn about pest control and be helped to grow improved varieties as well as to grow food that will provide better diet. They have problems with storage of food and this has direct consequences on their ability to provide for food shortage times as well as to earn sufficient from their crops in order to upgrade their facilities.

In the health field there is a need to help the people to make the link between malnutrition and diet and to assist them to grow appropriate foods.  In Timor Leste there are some good nutrition programs but there is a need for these to be integrated into broader rural development programs. Hospital based health must be underpinned with basic community health services that reaches the rural poor and assists them to upgrade their environment. 

In the field of education there is a vital need for much more to be done in basic community education. This includes the health field mentioned above but it also includes fundamental assistance to maintain, service and repair farming equipment and basic water and sanitation systems. This requires basic skills transfer to people who may never attend the formal schooling system. 

Right now there is a need to rebuild community life in Timor Leste and I believe this is also true for PNG and Solomon Islands, and to build trust between people. This can only be achieved by the people themselves and any assistance we give should emphasis co-operation not competition and must be done in a spirit of partnership. 

If we don’t provide assistance at this level the gap between today’s providers and tomorrow’s leaders will widen with serious consequences for the nation. By the time the new breed agriculturalists and other technicians are trained and ready to take their place in society the people will have given up hope of seeing anything positive in their new found independence. They are likely to have rejected the top down approach as something that does not have anything for them.

Solomon Islands.

In a report produced recently by Oxfam “Bridging the gap between state and society.” (The author is Nic Maclellan) there are similar concerns expressed; “—there is a need to place more emphasis on rural livelihoods, food security and the non-formal economy. Eighty five percent of Solomon Islanders live in the rural areas------there is a lack of analysis and understanding around rural development, resource exploitation and their connection to conflict.”  

Conclusion.

By way of conclusion I want to return to my opening theme and restate my belief 

· that unless we spend much more of our effort building an understanding of our neighbours within the broad Australian Community,

· it does not matter how much we give in Aid nor how much we spend showing them how we think they should live,

· or for that matter, how much time, money and effort we put into ensuring law and order in their country,
· we will not succeed in reducing poverty and more importantly we will do little to create a peaceful and just world. 

The way we, as a nation, deal with poverty and peace building and the way we treat the people of the countries of our region will have a major influence on whether we build hope for the future and security for all both here in Australia and overseas.

 Our concentration on economic growth, competition policy, law and order and their governance, regional defense and security are in the main because of our own insecurity and self interest and the people of these countries know that and therefore will have little respect for us in the long-term. 

The challenge for us is to base our foreign policy more on international relationship building and genuine partnerships, a policy that ultimately enables Australia to be a welcome neighbour and a valued member of the Asia/Pacific community. Trade, aid, government diplomacy and military peacekeeping will not achieve this on their own. 

While our wealth and our experience can be important in assisting us to build relationships, the way we share these will have much more influence than how much we give and how much we control. This requires more than Government alone can offer.  It needs more participation, commitment and engagement from an Australian community that understands the purpose and value in building long-term international relationships.

To do this we need to strengthen ways of encouraging people-to-people and community-to-community relationship building while we work together to overcome poverty and conflict. 

The people of Australia need assistance to know their neighbours better and to build a culture of trust and hope. 

This can be achieved through mechanisms whereby our Government gives support to those community organisations and groups that are  already committed to building partnerships with our neighbours and  enabling them to multiply and add value to these excellent programs.  

When it comes to this work all wisdom does not reside within the Government bureaucracy.

Bill Armstrong AO

 August 2006.

Note 1. A brief outline of some particular aspects of the budget.

Pacific

· Solomon Islands decreased by 11.8%. (246.8---223)

· Nauru decreased by 72.3%.(16.9—4.8)

· PNG decreased by 34.1%. (492.3—332.2)

· Regional increased by 0.8% ($69.4--$71.6M)

· Total Pacific budget decreased by 8.4%.  (462.9—434.4)

South Asia

· Total increase by some 25%.

·  This includes Pakistan (up from 5.4m---17m up 207.4%) and Afghanistan. (up by 27.3%)

· Other and Regional up by 86.4 %. (12.1---23.1)

East Asia

· Up slightly

· Indonesia by 11.4%.

· Cambodia by 10.9%.

· Other and Regional up by 23.2%.

Africa increased by 4%.

Middle East increased from $40M to $374M, up some 800%. (You could be excused for thinking that we have at last decided to recognise the refugee issues in the Middle East—however in this allocation Refugees had an increase of $.2M up to $16.2M out of the $374M.)

Other Government Departments –unallocated-up 14%. ($173.2--$202.8M)

Multi-laterals up 31.2%. (486.2---653.2)
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