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Abstract:   Mr. Norton provided an overview of the human rights perspective and its impact on the budget process and social policy formulation.  He described the budget processes and the elements/criteria needed, in addition to discussing what it means to bridge together two very different knowledge communities together – the budget and human rights communities - to find common ground.
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Figure 1
Mr. Norton, Lead Social Development Specialist of the World Bank began his presentation with some general principles on human rights, budgets and social policy. 

Introduction:  This initiative is important (and the work described in the DRC and Ecuador presentations is very pertinent to this), because dealing with connections between the budget process and human rights often involves bridging together two very different knowledge communities. Budget specialists typically emphasize values of restraint, placing emphasis on trade-offs, and are very concerned with moderating claims. They are largely allergic to entitlements, which is one of the bases of looking at human rights. They see entitlements as a threat to budget management, as they can lead to uncontrolled demands on public resources.  It should be noted that the understanding of entitlements in the budget literature differs from that in “rights” literature. Basically, their emphasis is usually on maximizing the discretion of the bureaucrats and the officials. By contrast, the rights advocates place emphasis on building poor people’s capacities to make claims.  They lean towards more absolute moral arguments for obvious reasons. This often leads to a dialogue of the deaf.  
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Figure 2
However, the reason why this work is particularly interesting is because it is possible to find a common ground.  The work in Ecuador and DRC illustrates that. On the territory for common ground are values of transparency, accountability and efficiency, in the sense that human rights promote participation in the budget process.  This is one means of increasing efficiency, reducing corruption and reducing waste. It is also a means to focus on equity, as the kind of claims that worry budget specialists tend not to be the claims of the poor. The claims that derail budget processes tend to come from the non-poor.  
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Figure 3
The Budget Process:  According to literature, when one looks at the budget, one needs to also look at the surrounding policy and planning processes. The case studies of Ecuador and the DRC illustrate this point.  Resource allocation processes are essentially political, as was very eloquently covered in Jorge Vargas’ introduction.  Understanding the politics of the budget process is critical as a field of empirical study when working on human rights and budgets. To understand the budget, one needs a holistic understanding of public expenditure systems. This includes the institutional cultures, but also the macroeconomic concerns that determine the budget envelope for expenditures.  The final and perhaps most important point is to never assume that what is in budgets as allocations is what really happens on the ground. Where money is actually spent is often massively determined in the process of budget execution under discretion.  This is not just done by officials at the top of the system, but also by officials at the bottom of the system who make decisions about where transfers effectively end up.
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Figure 4
In order to be able to analyze politics, rights and accountability in the budget process, Figure 4 suggests a menu of elements that provide reference. The first two of these deal with formal decision making structures.  Formal structures of roles and responsibilities are where technocratic analysis usually ends. Beyond that, there are networks of stakeholder influence, incentives for action, and the latitude for discretionary action by officials and others at all levels of the system to include – and very critically – the norms and values in key institutions. Some time ago I worked on a social policy evaluation in Jamaica, which showed that this was particularly important.  There tended to be assumptions about the kinds of investments that were more important than others.  For instance, there were assumptions that frankly favoured infrastructural investments and things like transport over items such as investments in clinics. Therefore, to question the norms and values is essential and enables ministries key to human development to be able to contest the budget process not just at the beginning, but during the execution phase of the cycle, to ensure they receive the intended allocations.
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Figure 5
Some key lessons to share: human rights, social policy and the budget process all intersect on the issue of accountability. The transparency of the systems of budget management is critically important and requires good administrative systems, as well as a commitment to openness.  The presentation from International Budget Project illustrated this eloquently. Essentially, if one does not have a system which is shared in terms that people can understand (in everyday terms) where the money is going, then the information for civil society to ask questions is not there. Information is needed not just to be publicly available, but to be publicly available in a comprehensible form.  The case study presented on Ecuador illustrated that very well. 

In addition, there is the issue of broad engagement of civil society in budget advocacy. Some classic examples of this include: Desha in Gujarat; IDASA’s work on women and children’s budgets in South Africa; and FUNDAR and their work on health in Mexico. One common feature is that they often triangulate between civil society, the executive and the legislative branches. Very often, by working with parliaments, civil society groups can develop relationships that give them traction in terms of achieving political change, and achieving change in the formulation of the budget and the priorities within it. 
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Figure 6
Comparative study on rights-based approaches:  A rights-based approach to social policy is the introduction of a set of institutions and policies which secure all citizens’ reasonable access to a social minimum. This entails, in practice, the definition and communication of rights, entitlements and standards, which enable citizens to help policy makers and providers to account. The emphasis on empowering people to make claims and ask questions is not just asking for accountability, but also being able to understand what the delivery system is supposed to provide in the various sectors in which people interact and stay. 

The availability of mechanisms of redress must be appropriate and available through systems outside of legal ones. Indeed, typically, poor people find it difficult to access the formal legal system. If the mechanisms of redress are largely legal, one might well find the middle classes are getting more benefits than the poor. Mechanisms of redress like ombudsmen and working through administrative systems, school committees and the like are also critical. Legal systems can be important in establishing precedents, which are then followed up through administrative systems.  That is often where they have their biggest impact for poor people.

A commitment to the equitable delivery of specified rights, entitlements and standards involves these being set obviously at affordable levels. The piece looking at the DRC situation and working with notions of rights in a very resource-constrained environment illustrated that very well.
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Figure 7
The added value of the rights-based approach:  It is well established in literature that information and transparency produce positive effects in terms of accountability. A rights-based approach adds bite to this by formalizing the nature of public obligation and helping citizens to make claims for delivery, for voice and service provision and for information. It can also be argued to drive two kinds of related transformations: 1) For poor people, transforming the way they relate with the state from patron-client relations to relations of citizenship; and 2) For institutions in terms of changes in norms and values – there is equity, justice and redress.

From a policy maker’s perspective: When working with very restrictive resources, as was illustrated in the case of DRC, a focus on core human rights obligations can be helpful. For example, in terms of the first bullet point in Figure 8, initiatives that address discrimination and legislation on policies that produce inequities in the supply and demand of health services are important. Also, on the issue of prohibition of retrogressive steps, a macroeconomic environment that does not lead to a progressive reduction in resources for the key sectors for health and education is a key part of that. 
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Figure 8
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Figure 9
As mentioned earlier, the World Bank is in partnership with the Organization of American States (OAS), the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), five country governments and Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) to carry out a country study, which includes four countries in Latin America and South Africa. The Latin America countries include Peru, Uruguay, Guatemala and Chile, and will look at the conditions under which human rights norms standards and approaches can strengthen the institutional framework for delivering social policy. A strong framework in South-South learning is a key element in this study, addressed through the various regional and other institutions. 
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Figure 10
Figure 10 covers the key questions which will be looked at in the study. Although data is not yet available, one can see the process involved, which will hopefully lead and complement the extremely valuable work that UNICEF has promoted in the Ecuador and DRC cases.  Figure 11 highlights the work planned for the future, which is a suitable ending for this presentation.
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About the presenter, Mr. Andrew Norton

Mr. Andrew Norton currently leads the Social Analysis and Policy programme in the Social Development Department of the World Bank.  Prior to his current position, Mr. Norton was head of Social Development for UK Department International Development (DFID), and Senior Research Fellow at the Overseas Development Institute in London.  An anthropologist by training, Dr Norton has worked extensively on a range of social policy issues, including social protection, poverty analysis and the interface between human rights, development and social policy.
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