Gunnel Axelsson Nycander:

Social protection and development: do we need a rethink? 

Giving cash in the hand to people who live in poverty, can that be an effective development policy? It sounds too easy to be true. This publication, however, provides a number of examples of cases where social transfers – cash grants – can be an effective way of combating poverty and hunger. In this introductory article Gunnel Axelsson Nycander discusses why aid donors have long paid so little attention to social protection and the role development cooperation could play. 

A number of national social protection systems have grown up in recent years in countries such as Mexico, Brazil and South Africa, but also in poorer countries such as Ethiopia and Lesotho. In their respective articles Göran Holmqvist, Joseph Hanlon and Miguel Niño-Zarazúa describe how thorough follow-up of these child benefits, social pensions, etc. demonstrates tangible positive effects on malnutrition, health and school attendance. One particular effect is a reduction in child malnutrition. Children in families receiving financial support are taller than others – a clear sign that they have received more, and more nutritious, food over a long period (ILO, 2010; DFID, 2011). The example from Namibia of the basic income grant, “BIG”, in Claudia and Dirk Haarmann’s article clearly illustrates how quickly a serious problem such as child malnutrition can be reduced when the family’s income increases.
 

This means that social protection can act as an effective way of helping to meet several of the UN’s eight development goals – known as the Millennium Development Goals – which the world’s leaders agreed on in 2000 and which must be met by 2015. The effects appear to be particularly great in terms of the goals of eradicating extreme poverty and hunger (1) and achieving universal primary education (2), but there is also an impact on the goals about promoting gender equality and empowering women (3), reducing child mortality (4), improving maternal health (5) and combatting HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (6).

Poverty is most widespread among women. Women are also employed in the informal economy to a higher extent than men and thereby excluded from contribution-based social insurance. Hence, potentially, social transfers would particularly improve the situation of women. Yet in their article Rebecca Holmes and Nicola Jones show that the positive effects on the economic and social situation of women are not automatic but demand a conscious strategy.

In Sweden we have our own experience of the importance of social protection. It was not only industrialisation and economic growth that gave rise to a dramatic reduction in social deprivation in Sweden in the first half of the twentieth century. It was also the introduction of elements such as social pensions, unemployment benefit, public work programmes and child benefit.

Today fundamental social protection is something we naturally expect of a modern society. Although the design of social protection systems has often been one of the most important dividing lines in political debate, there has nevertheless been consensus on the basic principles. In his article Sven Hort shows that when Sweden introduced a general old age pension in 1913, the first country in the world to do so, there was broad agreement on the decision. Support was strong, particularly from rural conservative members of the Swedish parliament who knew how weighty a burden poor relief placed on local government in these areas. Today there is widespread consensus in all parliamentary parties on the fundamental elements of Swedish welfare policy.

Growth alone is not enough

Human rights dictate that every individual, wherever they are born, has the right to a life of dignity, which includes a reasonable standard of living. For the past almost ten years, the aim has been for Sweden’s development cooperation to be steered by a human rights perspective, derived from human rights. The Church of Sweden’s international work must also be guided by a rights-based approach. If we take the human rights perspective seriously, it is hard to reach a conclusion other than that social protection is required to fulfil the fundamental rights of disadvantaged people. As the article by Sofia Nordenmark shows, the right to social security is also enshrined in the UN Declaration of Human Rights, and has been exhaustively interpreted by the UN’s Human Rights Committee.

As will be seen, it is entirely possible to argue that support for social protection should be afforded greater importance in aid, both from a human rights perspective and on purely economic grounds. In development discussions, the term “trickle down” is often applied – the theory that economic growth automatically benefits the poor. The idea is that, when the rich spend their money, some of the wealth trickles down to the poor, so creating jobs and incomes for the worse off. The growth of social protection in the West could be seen as a sign that “trickle down” is not sufficient to reduce poverty in a society. Growth alone is not enough without systems to redistribute that growth. 

WHY HAVE AID DONORS NOT ADVOCATED SOCIAL TRANSFERS?

Despite clear signs that they produce results, and despite our own historical experience, up until now Sweden and other aid donors have only to a very limited extent advocated and supported the development of transfer systems in poor countries. This is also true of the Church of Sweden’s own aid work. To what is this lack of interest due?

Unwillingness to invest in social transfers is based on a variety of arguments. Opposition on the part of public aid donors seems often to have rested on economic arguments – social protection has been seen as something that limits rather than something that stimulates economic growth. For civil society organisations, their unwillingness or lack of interest seems primarily to be on ideological grounds – cash transfers have simply not been perceived to be in line with the dominant strategy of “help to self-help”.

Is economic growth hampered or encouraged?

Economic research has often assumed that social transfers in developing countries will hamper economic growth. It is thought that people who receive grants will work and save less than others, holding economic development back. And even if transfers are not seen as a brake, it is recommended that developing countries invest their extremely limited resources in “productive investments” which produce economic growth rather than increased welfare in the short term. Growth is considered to be most important because in the long run it leads to a greater and longer lasting reduction in poverty (Scott, 2009; Loewe, 2008).

This anthology shows that many economists have changed their minds in this respect. A large amount of economic research shows the reverse, that social transfers can in fact contribute towards economic growth. Göran Holmqvist, Miguel Niño-Zarazúa and Joseph Hanlon point to the fact that social transfers can encourage economic growth, particularly such growth that involves and benefits the part of the population that lives in poverty (known as “pro-poor growth”). Social transfers are an important investment in “human capital” – healthy, well-nourished and educated people help the country’s economy to grow. And people are not made passive by gaining access to fundamental social protection. Instead, their ability to work increases when they are not hungry, when they can afford healthcare and can allow their children to attend school. It has been shown that it is apparently the case that – in the words of Göran Holmqvist – “hungry wolves do not hunt best”.
 
People’s desire and ability to take risks is affected by social transfers. Experience shows that if people have basic security, they are prepared to take the risks involved in seeking work or starting a business. Reduced unemployment and increased entrepreneurship in the village of Otjivero in Namibia clearly illustrate this – one woman started her own bakery, others started sewing clothes or selling ice lollies, while others sought work in the city. Here too there are parallels with Sweden, where the welfare system is considered to be one of the causes of relatively high mobility in the job market.
 However, it is not only the increased opportunity to take risks that leads to more small businesses being created when people receive regular cash transfers. Another – possibly more important – cause is an increase in demand at local level. 

In discussions of agriculture and rural development, the importance of local markets is often highlighted, as is the fact that farmers must receive help to increase their production. However, one factor that is sometimes forgotten is that in order for a local market to exist, there must also be someone who can afford to shop. As Joseph Hanlon points out in his contribution, social transfers help to create demand in local markets. More people can afford to buy what is grown, manufactured and served locally – and the local economy is able to develop (ERD, 2010). 

Isn’t it too expensive? 
But isn’t it still unrealistic to imagine that poor countries can afford to hand out money to their penniless citizens? However much good it might do, the money quite simply isn’t there, is it? If we imagine social protection systems on the same scale as in Western Europe today, amounting, in round figures, to 15 percent of the country’s GDP, it is true that this would be impossible, and would demand taxation systems much more developed than they are now. However, start on a small scale, just as Sweden once did, and significant results can be achieved at a surprisingly low cost – particularly compared with other areas in which the governments invest. 

Göran Holmqvist writes that the public pension systems that currently exist in Africa cost an average of approximately 1.5 percent of GDP. The minimum package of pensions, child benefit and public work programmes advocated by the UN would cost approximately 5percent of GDP to implement. This is little compared with the social protection systems in Europe, but big money compared with these countries’ very small tax revenues. This means it is necessary to develop the systems gradually, while building up the tax systems in order to enable long-term financing.

Presented by Claudia and Dirk Haarmann, the proposal for a basic income grant to everyone irrespective of income level is the most far-reaching and possibly the most provocative example of social transfers. In Namibia, where the proposal is being discussed at a high political level, the conditions are unique in that a large proportion of the population is extremely poor while a relatively large group of the population is very rich, which enables relatively high tax revenue. This is one reason why it might be possible to fund basic income grants nationally (2-3 percent of GDP).

Göran Holmqvist points out that today over 70 percent of the world’s poor live in medium-income countries, in other words, countries that have major opportunities to fund basic protection systems themselves. If this figure is compared with the fact that only approximately 20 percent of the world’s population has effective access to overall social protection (ILO, 2010b) we can see that there is economic scope for developing social protection systems such that they reach a considerably larger proportion of the world’s poor than they do today.

Help to self-help doesn’t help everyone
The fact that civil society aid organisations have shown so little interest in social transfers may partly be explained by the fact that for a long time many organisations have emphasised the function of aid as being “help to self-help” (Künnemann & Leonhard, 2008; Loewe, 2008). On its website the Church of Sweden’s international department writes about every person’s ability to improve their own situation themselves provided that the conditions are in place. It says that the organisation’s development projects give people the tools they need to support themselves and their families and that help to self-help combats hunger and poverty, leading to reduced dependence on aid.

The self-help ideology can be seen as a reaction to the original emphasis of aid work on short-term assistance. Instead of only meeting people’s immediate needs for food, healthcare and education, it is felt that there should now be more of a focus on developing people’s long-term capacity to support themselves. Instead of charity to passive recipients, the aid is seen as support for active people with the ability to build their own future. Instead of giving hungry people a fish, we should teach them how to fish, as the popular saying has it. 

One clear expression of the self-help ideology is the Church of Sweden’s emphasis on “local resource mobilisation” and microfinance. Giving poor people an opportunity to borrow and save money can liberate their potential to start a business.

The emphasis on “help to self-help” has been necessary in many respects and has helped to change a deeply rooted picture of poor people as passive recipients of aid. But perhaps the pendulum has swung too far. Today we can see that the self-help strategy has several significant limitations. 

Are we reaching the poorest of all? 

In practice many people are excluded from development projects that seek to increase people’s earning capacity. Often those excluded are actually the most vulnerable. As a rule the “poorest of the poor” have no land and are therefore unable to participate in agriculture projects. Children, the elderly and the sick lack the capacity to work required to participate in income generation projects. For many of them there is no reason to believe that they would ever be able to earn a living. In the West, we do not expect the old and the sick to be able to support themselves – why do we then believe that they could do so in poor countries? Is it purely the case that while we have often criticised the “trickle down” theory in the general economic debate, we still believe that it works at local level – if the farmers’ harvests increase, will all the children and the ill and landless people in the village be better off? 

The “Hunger studies” by the German church-based development organisation Bread for the World gives a clear example of how development projects often fail to reach the most vulnerable of all. In eleven countries the organisation surveyed those who were hungry, and why, in the areas where they financed agricultural projects and other projects that sought to reduce poverty and hunger. The study showed that those who were worst exposed to hunger tended not to have ”self-help capacity” and remained outside the scope of the projects. At the same time it found that the cost of “topping up” the incomes of malnourished people enough to enable them to access a sufficient amount of food was surprisingly low – between the equivalent of five and twenty euro cents per person per day (Brot für die Welt, 2005; Rottach & Walter, 2006). 

Similar conclusions have been drawn in the microfinance context. Exaggerated expectations of the capacity of micro credits to help combat poverty have often been based on an extremely simplified picture of poor women starting successful companies once they are able to borrow enough for a goat or a sewing machine. In reality not all people can – or want to – become entrepreneurs, in developing countries or in Sweden. Microfinance plays an important role by giving poor people an opportunity to borrow and save, and possibly by offering insurance solutions that help people to cope with emergencies such as illness or death. However, it is not a universal panacea capable of single-handedly reducing poverty on a broad front – particularly not when key prerequisites such as basic social protection are lacking. 

There are many examples of organisations around the world which have long had a major focus on microfinance but which have found that considerably wider-ranging investments are needed to reach the very poorest of all. One obvious example for the Church of Sweden is the organisation RDRS
 in Bangladesh, which supplemented its microfinance with a nationally funded “ultra poor programme”. This offers to the most vulnerable practical vocational education, subsidised micro-loans and healthcare. Other organisations also include, in practice, elements of cash support to support the most vulnerable of all (e.g. those with HIV). 

In the aid sphere people often say that they are working with “the poorest of the poor”. However, experience shows that it is very difficult to do this in practice. Possibly general grants are the best option for actually helping the most disadvantaged of all. 

Can the poor be trusted to spend the money wisely? 

Alongside the economic and ideological objections to social transfers as a means of reducing poverty and hunger, there are more or less implicit arguments founded on our perception of people who live in poverty and their ability to handle money. 

Do we trust that poor people themselves are capable of deciding how best to spend their money? Or to spell it out: can we trust that they won’t just spend it on, for example, alcohol? This argument is frequently used in the debate on the basic income grant in Namibia and, even if it is not always as explicitly stated, in other contexts too there is often a lack of trust in the abilities of poor people. In the aid debate there is sometimes talk about the “deserving poor” – only those who behave well deserve access to support (Künnemann & Leonhard, 2008). 

Here there are clear parallels with the debate on poor relief and welfare systems in Sweden in the twentieth century. For a long time it was thought that the poor should be “civilised” and many reformers wanted to make all transfers conditional upon behaviour. For those of us who often talk about “help to self-help” it is salutary to realise that precisely this concept was used by those who emphasised the individual’s own responsibility for their own situation. They were opposed to the idea that individual poverty was primarily a consequence of an unequal society; that it was primarily society, not the individual, which was the problem (Qvarsell, 2003). 

In Sweden the emphasis on the individual’s own responsibility for their life situation gradually gave way to a completely new approach – the idea that all citizens have the right to a certain level of basic protection, however they live. Today it is taken for granted that all citizens have the right to a certain basic level of protection and no parents, for example, have to account for how they spend their child benefit. Do we have the same trust in and respect for people in poor countries? If not, what does that say about our view of human beings, our prejudices and our understanding of human rights? 

More and more donors agencies – governmental as well as non-governmental – emphasise that today aid must be given from a human rights perspective. As Sofia Nordenmark writes in her article, this means that those to whom the aid is targeted have the right to define their own problems and to determine what needs to be done for them to be able to influence and to improve their quality of life. They have the right to know what their rights are and the right not to feel dependent on hand-outs. The state must take responsibility in its turn for fulfilling the rights of each person. Aid initiatives must be designed such that they combat discrimination against disadvantaged and marginalised groups, and these groups must be empowered. This rights-based perspective cannot be reconciled with the view that poor people should only have access to social transfers if they use the money sensibly. 

So what does it look like in practice? Experience shows – as we will see in several of the chapters – that whether the money comes in the form of pensions, child benefits or family grants, as a rule families use it for their children’s best interests. Joseph Hanlon sums up that roughly half of the money is spent on obtaining more and better food, the rest is spent on school fees and clothes for children, and on various investments to increase the family’s income in the future. 

Alongside the economic and ideological arguments against social transfers there are also other objections which may have contributed towards the lack of interest on the part of donors and which it might be worth examining in more detail. 

Who is independent? 
One often mentioned objection to social transfers is that they are said to create (aid) dependency (Künnemann & Leonhard, 2008). This is only partly true. For many people, access to basic protection can increase their opportunity to obtain a job or other means of providing for themselves. In those cases, transfers can contribute to reducing dependency. 

For those people who are unable to earn a living, it is plain that once they gain access to social transfers they become dependent on the money continuing to come in. If the state does not see transfers as a long-term undertaking, this dependence naturally becomes problematic. However, the basic idea behind social transfers is not that they should be temporary but that they constitute an expression of the state’s obligation to look after its citizens. The question is therefore how great a problem such dependence is.

People who are unable to provide for themselves are always dependent on others. Such dependence becomes problematic if it is not mutual and above all if one party is much stronger and also exploits their superior position. A poor woman in Malawi who receives child benefit is naturally dependent on the authority that issues the benefit but the risk of the state exploiting its superiority is perhaps less than that of a relative, neighbour or local trader doing so, which may be the alternative. Dependence on the state is safeguarded by rules that protect the interests of the weaker party. It does not therefore necessarily have to be worse to be dependent on the state than on relatives, neighbours or local elites, provided that the benefits are a right rather than something that the recipients are supposed to feel grateful for. 

A new form of dependence can in some cases mean liberation from existing and very unequal dependency relationships in local society. In the village of Otjivero in Namibia there are concrete examples of how poor village residents have gained the courage to question and challenge powerful people in the local community in a way that would have been completely unthinkable before they gained basic financial security (Claudia Haarmann & Petrus Khariseb, personal contact, May 2010). Perhaps the new dependency relationships that social transfers create can also be seen as something positive, as a step on the road towards developing a legitimate state and a social contract in which the state contributes positively towards people’s welfare. 

Does social protection undermine traditional safety nets? 
In many poor countries today people’s social protection is entirely dependent on the family, the clan or neighbours. There is often a strong tradition of sharing and looking after each other. How are these traditional safety nets affected by the introduction of social protection provided by the state? And how are state social protection systems in turn affected by their traditional counterparts? Some of the objections to social transfers that are sometimes voiced are that they will crowd out and weaken traditional safety nets (Scott, 2009; Künnemann & Leonhard, 2008; Loewe, 2008). This argument is possibly sometimes coloured by a romanticised image of the strength of family ties in poor countries, in contrast to our own part of the world where impersonal authorities have replaced much of the personal care provided by social networks. 

Experiences so far show that traditional safety nets have a major impact on which people benefit from social transfers in practice. People share – including their benefits. In South Africa children who have a grandparent who receives an old age pension are on average several centimetres taller than others – a sign that the elderly share their benefits and that the children are getting more nutritious food. Several of the articles in this anthology show that social protection reduces the burden on the informal safety nets in that the most disadvantaged of all avoid having to ask friends and neighbours for help to survive. A clear result of several trials of social transfers is that they have led to a reduction in begging, which has been experienced as very positive by everyone involved (Künnemann & Leonhard, 2008).

It can be added that even if the traditional safety nets are still strong, in many poor countries they are becoming weaker all the time, primarily due to changing social relationships caused by urbanisation. They will thus gradually need to be replaced by something else. 

Reform or revolution? 
Finally, a completely separate argument for why social protection has not received the attention it deserves among aid organisations comes from an entirely different direction. One reason why civil society organisations have been involved in the development of social protection to such a limited extent, particularly in Latin America, may be that many civil organisations are working for much more extensive social change than social protection is capable of achieving. For them, social transfers risk combating more radical but necessary change by reducing people’s willingness to protest against the authorities (Künnemann & Leonhard, 2008). 

We recognise this argument from the debate between revolutionaries and reformers that long characterised left-wing politics in Sweden too. In Sweden in the first decades of the twentieth century the labour movement showed little interest in the debate on social reform. Instead proponents were focused on a radical levelling of class differences (Qvarsell, 2003). In our part of the world at least, most people today would probably agree that economic equality is best achieved through gradual change and that social protection can play an important role. However, it should be pointed out that the transfers that are discussed here seek to guarantee a minimum standard for the most disadvantaged in society, not to even out income disparities in a drastic way. 

The radical objections to social protection remind us of one important risk: if people are dependent on social protection, they risk becoming less inclined to demand their rights and to question local representatives of authority. This is one important reason why the systems should be as simple and clear as possible. If the rules leave scope for subjective interpretations of who has the right to receive different kinds of support, the risk of arbitrariness and corruption increases, as does the risk that people at local level will refrain from protesting against abuses of power and similar on the part of authorities. As Sofia Nordenmark writes, this is an important argument for universal rather than means-tested support. 

A RESPONSIBILITY OF THE STATE 
The responsibility of the state and local authorities for building up social protection is absolutely fundamental (OECD, 2009, ERD, 2010). No other actor can or should take upon itself such an extensive and long-term undertaking. Social protection is an important cornerstone in developing a social contract in which the state is responsible for the fundamental protection of people and the citizens contribute through taxes. The links between social protection, institutions and the degree of social trust in a society are important but hard to substantiate. Göran Holmqvist describes how political scientists point out that social protection can help to create a social trust that is necessary for building good social institutions, including tax systems. Such a connection fundamentally depends on the social security systems being so simple and transparent that they do not lend themselves to corruption. 

The state can take up this responsibility in many different ways. Social protection can be targeted or universal, demand certain behaviour from the recipient in return or be unconditional. How it can and should be designed in a particular country depends entirely on the political situation and the conditions in that particular country. Just as in other discussions on development models there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution. 

THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY 
The fact that the state bears the main responsibility for providing social protection does not mean that the civil society is less important. Depending on the local and national context, civil society organisations can play several important roles andwe can see examples of these among the Church of Sweden’s partner and international networks: 

Help people to assert their rights. One important task is to inform people of their rights and help them to make use of the social protection to which they are entitled. Educating and informing people about their rights, working with empowerment so that people’s opportunities to demand their rights increase, assisting people in encounters with authorities, and training and informing authorities about their obligations are important ingredients. The Church of Sweden works with its partners in different ways to increase people’s capacity to assert their rights. The organisations in India that inform people of their right to 100 days of work under the 57 Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act is a good example (MNREGA, see Holmqvist’s article). 

Monitor implementation. For organisations with a local presence, work to help people claim their rights can be taken a step further – in a monitoring role. In order for transfer systems to work as they should, it is important that there are organisations able to draw attention to mistakes and sound the alarm when representatives of local authorities are corrupt. The human rights perspective teaches us the importance of systems being so simple that people themselves know when they are entitled to benefits. 

Advocate for the development of inclusive social protection. Civil society plays an important role as an active voice in political debate with the potential to mobilise popular opinion. The national political process is crucial to whether and how countries introduce social protection. Initiatives such as the Africa Platform for Social Protection (APSP) discussed in Odaba’s article can help to get social protection on the political agenda. The BIG (Basic Income Grant) pilot project in Namibia is another example, where the purpose of the pilot project was to provide in-depth evidence for the advocacy work carried out by the BIG coalition. 

Participate in the implementation of social protection. Through their local presence and infrastructure, civil society organisations can assist authorities in the implementation of social transfers. Many local civil society organisations have built up a capacity and an outreach which means that they reach further into society than the national institutions are able to. There is often a good partnership between local authorities and these organisations. In this sense it can be natural for a state to make use of the advantages that civil society organisations often possess. This may involve everything from using the banking systems of microfinance institutions to pay state benefits, to joint assessments of target groups for a certain initiative or making use of the organisation’s specific expertise. The organisation RDRS in Bangladesh mentioned earlier receives state support for an “ultra poor programme” channelled via their microfinance organisation. The state here makes use of the fact that RDRS reaches much deeper into rural areas on a regular basis and that it has good administrative management in place to carry out initiatives targeted at the most disadvantaged of all. 

Complement national social protection. As long as national social protection is poorly developed, there are needs that private systems can meet. In many cases, and for various reasons, countries cannot afford or do not prioritise offering formal social protection to the most disadvantaged. The introduction of privately funded insurance solutions can compensate for these deficiencies to a certain degree. These may involve everything from agricultural insurance to health insurance. In many societies there are local, traditional insurance solutions that flourish in parallel with the formal systems. These have grown up due to authorities’ local absence and lack of resources. One example is the Edirs in Ethiopia – local funeral savings funds that help to cover the costs of family members’ funerals, which have traditionally had a very important role in Ethiopia and are often very costly. These informal institutions often play an important role in the local society and local authorities can see them both as a threat and as important local partners. These informal structures are often of major importance in the local design and implementation of state social protection solutions. 

In several of these roles the civil society organisations can work to ensure that the social protection systems introduced are designed and implemented so as to improve the position of women. If social protection systems are not designed on the basis of an analysis of women’s vulnerability and with a clear ambition to strengthen the role of women, there is a risk of missing important opportunities and actually, as Rebecca Holmes and Nicola Jones write, making the situation of women worse. 

The fact that there is potential for civil society to play a driving role in the introduction of social protection does not mean that this will be the case, or that the conditions for this to happen are in place in all contexts. As Miguel Niño-Zarazúa shows, civil society organisations have not played any significant role in introducing and developing the major transfer systems in Mexico. 

THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 
In general it has been the national political dynamic that has driven the growth of social protection in developing countries – not the advice or financial support from donors. In recent years, however, a number of aid donors have actively attempted to further this development, not least in Africa. 

However, success has been mixed. After rapid progress in the early 2000s there are signs that development has ground to a halt. In a self-critical analysis, some of the organisations that have long worked on these issues describe why aid donors have not been more successful in promoting the development of national social protection in Africa (Centre for Social Protection, 2010). One fundamental deficiency of the efforts made so far is that they have focused excessively on introducing ideas and models for transfer systems from outside rather than working from the priorities and systems that exist in the country concerned. Instead of starting pilot projects and attempting to use these as role models for state-run initiatives – which is rarely successful – lessons must instead be learned from the state-run programmes that do exist, building further on these. 

Development cooperation can play an important role by helping to strengthen the capacity of the authorities and also to finance the initial construction of social protection. As a basic principle, however, the transfer systems must be funded through national taxation. Firstly, social protection involves long-term undertakings that demand greater long-term thinking than can be provided by foreign aid. Secondly, taxation and transfers constitute different sides of a social contract. 

However, there may be an important exception to the principle of national financing. In the climate debate social safety nets and social protection are often cited as one of many important ways of adapting poor countries to climate change (CCD, 2009). The industrial countries, which have caused the majority of climate change, have undertaken to support the climate adaptation of developing countries. Where social protection constitutes part of countries’ climate adaptation and is funded through the new sources of climate financing being discussed today (Sandahl, 2011), it can also be imagined that they could be financed through international aid even in the longer term.

THE ROLE OF THE CHURCHES 
The churches have a particular role in civil society – a role that may be of importance in developing social protection. In historical terms the churches have been responsible for a majority of the social protection and social services that poor people have been able to enjoy in developing countries, through the healthcare and the schools which missionaries and churches set up in the past and have continued to finance. 

In Sweden Lutheran theology, with its clear distinction between church and state, has contributed towards reducing the church’s immediate responsibility for people’s welfare. At the same time the foundations of the idea of the welfare state laid, as Elisabeth Gerle states in her article. As a representative of the local authorities, the church has simultaneously been deeply involved in the social responsibility of society long into the modern age. For a long time the priest was always the chair of the local poor relief committees. Following a lengthy process, the Church of Sweden is no longer part of the state and now has no direct responsibility for welfare. 

When more emphasis is placed on the state’s responsibility for people’s welfare, and social protection becomes an expression of a rights-based perspective in which all citizens have certain fundamental rights, the role of the churches changes fundamentally. In several African countries, large hospitals and educational institutions have long been financed by churches and church based development organisations. It is likely that the church’s involvement in the health and education sector will continue to remain strong but in many areas there is a clear desire for these sectors to be increasingly funded by the state and run on the same terms as the national institutions. 

Furthermore, the churches are playing an increasingly important role in work to promote the introduction of social protection and in guaranteeing the quality of health and education services and of transfer systems. Churches in developing countries share this role of influencing public opinion with the churches in Sweden, as shown, for example, by the involvement of the Church of Sweden in the Easter Appeal against changes to sickness insurance in Sweden in spring 2011. 

With their long experience of social work – and being possibly the only institution with a presence at local level in many areas – the churches have every opportunity to play all the roles that we have previously highlighted for civil society. 

CONCLUSION: FROM CHARITY TO A RIGHT 
After many years of the emphasis being on aid as help to self-help, the pendulum may be swinging back again. With the rising interest in social protection as a method of combating poverty, we are in a way back to “charity’s” emphasis on meeting people’s immediate need for food, housing and healthcare. However, there are some crucial differences. Social transfers are derived from the rights of the recipients and thereby the obligations of the state – they are not something given out of pity or as a manifestation of the donors’ generosity. One important aspect of the rights-based perspective is that social transfers are made on the basis of an established regulatory framework. Only when the support is regular and predictable can people plan their lives for the long term, so that transfers can have the positive impacts on people’s lives that we have seen are possible. 

The social protection debate challenges the working methods and identity of aid organisations on a very concrete level. We are used to carrying out or financing projects. Instead of giving people cash in hand, and trusting them to spend it in the best way, we tend to organise activities and investments. This may be good for building infrastructure, introducing new ways of thinking and new techniques, but is possibly not always the best way of reaching the very poorest and reducing poverty in its most explicit form. 

Petrus Khariseb from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Namibia has worked on pilot projects on income support in the village of Otjivero as described in the Haarmanns’ article. He has previously worked on a number of different development projects, but says that he has never seen anything that has produced as fast and as positive results for the same cost as the pilot project in Otjivero. His personal conclusion from this is that in the future his organisation will no longer run development projects but will instead influence the government to introduce such social protection as is necessary to reduce poverty in the country. 

This is a drastic conclusion. We should remind ourselves that the situation is different in different countries and contexts. There are many reasons to continue to run projects to spread and develop knowledge. We also know that the positive results of social protection best arise if the systems are part of a coherent whole in which cash support is supplemented by healthcare and education. However, if the aim is to reduce poverty and vulnerability in broad groups of the population, there is much to indicate that it would be sensible in the future to devote considerably more energy to promoting the growth of social protection than we do now. The European Report on Development, issued by bodies including the European Commission, addressed social protection in 2011. One of the central conclusions of the report is that today social protection is “the missing piece of the development puzzle”. It is easy to agree with this. 

So far away, yet so close 
Discussions of aid tend to be about people far away; people who exist in a completely different reality from us. It can feel comfortable – it is easier to keep a certain distance and not compare the lives of the poor with our own existence overly explicitly. But in the social protection debate there are many parallels with Sweden, both historically and today. 

The situation is different in Sweden compared with very poor countries. Changes in pensions and levels of sickness benefit cannot be compared with the cash transfers we have discussed here, i.e. fundamental support that helps people to gain access to sufficient nutrition and rise above the level of absolute poverty. But the underlying questions remain the same. Does financial assistance make people passive, or do they instead gain an opportunity to look to the future? Should the protection systems be universal or means-tested? In many other aid issues developing countries are seen as very different. Here instead we see the parallels. The discussion becomes familiar and easy to relate to our own lives. 

Today there is broad political consensus on the cornerstones of the Swedish welfare system. This consensus ought also to apply when discussing the role of social protection in poor countries. Based on its long term national experience, Sweden ought to be able to support the development of social protection as a central element of development cooperation. And, as Joseph Hanlon would like to see, Sweden should work for internationally funded social pensions and child benefits.

� Within humanitarian aid too, cash payments have come to be used increasingly in recent years and many of the questions raised regarding this new approach are similar to those discussed here. This article, however, addresses cash grants as a means of promoting development and combating poverty. 


� It should be pointed out that this applies to grants at the low levels applied in developing countries. The argument is therefore not automatically applicable to the Swedish debate on levels of compensation in its social security systems.


� Basic economic security is considered to contribute towards more people daring to take the risks involved in being mobile in the labour market. Sweden’s public pension system, for example, makes it easy to take pension rights with you from one job to another. In the US, however, it is common for people to lose their earned pension rights if their former employer closes down, which means that there is greater resistance to closing down unprofitable companies. Also see pageX.


� Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Service, long one of the Church of Sweden’s partner organisations. 





