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CONCEPT NOTE





January 2007

The Open Dialogue

UNICEF proposes a dialogue between United Nations (UN) member states, UN agencies, the World Bank and Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) regarding experiences and lessons learned on how to convert budgets and fiscal policies into instruments for the realization of human rights. The dialogue will be based on two concrete experiences supported by UNICEF from Ecuador and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), with the sharing of expertise also by the World Bank and the Washington-based NGO International Budget Project, as well as proposals from the Special Unit for South-South Cooperation on the topic of how best to disseminate and put to use this collective knowledge as widely as possible.  

The Budget as a Human Rights Instrument

The United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as well as more recent United Nations (UN) instruments such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Millennium Declaration articulate a vision of the a world in which the ultimate purpose of nations and societies is one of guaranteeing the wellbeing and rights of all their citizens, and based on that, to build peace, prosperity, democracy and community. It is a vision that says that the legitimacy of countries and societies depends on their will and capacity to ensure a worthy life for everyone, not just some. UNICEF’s particular mission is to contribute to the realisation of this vision by helping countries to guarantee the rights of all children. 

When we speak of rights, we are speaking about simple, yet fundamental things like ensuring that all children have access to good health care, that all children go to school and receive a decent education, that all children are brought up by families who love and respect them, protected from abuse and exploitation, that all families are guaranteed sufficient income to ensure a decent life for all its members.

This applies, among others, to budgetary and fiscal policy, which should be looked at as an instrument not only for ensuring sufficient government revenues or the control of deficits, but as a tool for:

· Ensuring sufficient resources to guarantee universal fulfilment of basic rights, particularly access to quality basic social services, including health and education, and

· Ensuring the equitable distribution of incomes, both through appropriate taxation systems and adequate distribution of expenditures.

In order to arrive at viable and sustainable solutions, these objectives must be pursued on the basis of recognition of real and often severe resource limitations, and the need to maintain macroeconomic stability, including limiting deficits and indebtedness. 

The Role of UNICEF and the UN System

UNICEF, in collaboration with national governments, civil society actors and other UN agencies, has accumulated innovative experiences in a number of countries in converting budgets into instruments for the guarantee of human rights, while at the same time broadening citizens’ participation in the formulation and monitoring of the budget. In addition to technical assistance toward redefining expenditure priorities, formulating strategies for raising additional revenues while improving equity, and reducing indebtedness, UNICEF has also supported the development of technical and communicational tools to make the budget more transparent and accessible to the general public, and hence make the government more accountable in the management and execution of the budget. UNICEF has also played the role of convenor of processes of dialogue and consensus building among diverse sectors of society regarding budgetary and fiscal policy. These efforts have had concrete and significant results, including increases in the level of social spending. 

The United Nations is particularly suited for these roles, given its mandate to promote the realization of human rights everywhere and its impartiality vis-à-vis diverse national political interests. UNICEF has found itself in a particularly advantageous position to work with governments and civil societies toward rights-based budgets and fiscal policy, given that its mission to help countries achieve the universal guarantee of child rights is one that enjoys broad-based support from diverse social actors.

Ecuador and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) are two countries where UNICEF has developed such experiences, generating lessons that can be of value for other national governments and civil societies as well as international agencies. The World Bank and the International Budget Project also have valuable expertise and advice to contribute to the dialogue, based on many years of global experiences with budgets. 

Relevance to UN Reform and Aid Effectiveness Efforts

These lessons of Ecuador and DRC are particularly pertinent now, given the increasing emphasis on public policy reform and national capacity development within the UN Reform debate as well as the implementation process of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. An essential part of building the capacity and the political will of countries to guarantee the fundamental rights of all their citizens is to help them to invest the maximum amount of their own fiscal resources toward this purpose.  

These experiences are also very relevant to the follow-up process of the Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development, given that the mobilisation of domestic resources is key to achieving the goals set in the Summit.

Last but not least, the investment of sufficient national fiscal resources is critical in achieving sustainable progress toward the Millennium Development Goals.

Purpose of the Dialogues

To share experiences in public policy reform and capacity building, including strengthening/broadening of participation of civil society, from a rights perspective, with the aim of:
· Promote consensus among member states, UN agencies, the World Bank and NGOs regarding the need to ensure that budgets and fiscal policies serve as instruments to advance universal fulfillment of rights.

· Identifying broadly applicable lessons for UN System as a whole to be incorporated into system-wide programming guidance, e.g. through United Nations Development Group (UNDG) working groups on programmatic issues, hence contributing toward better defining the substantive aims of UN reform.

Speakers

Selected guests will share experiences and innovations in social investment policy work and the Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) in fiscal policy dialogue. 

· Conceptual framework on what constitutes rights-based public policy: by a Colombian expert on economic and social policy who has worked closely with UNICEF in the Ecuador effort as well as in many others; to serve as a framework for analysis and discussion of specific experiences to be presented.

· Ecuador (middle-income country example) experience: In Ecuador, UNICEF supported processes of public monitoring and debate on social spending within the government budget and equity in fiscal policy in general, contributing, among other results, to a 60% increase in social spending between the year 2000 and 2002. This experience will be presented by the people who took part in it directly (including design of software for monitoring budget). 
· DRC (post-crisis example): UNICEF staff from Kinshasa will present their experience in incorporating the human rights perspective in fiscal policies in a post-crisis situation. The experience of leveraging resources towards social investment in the DRC was undertaken jointly with the WB and other UN agencies. 
· The NGO perspective: representatives of the Washington DC-based non governmental organization (NGO) “International Budget Project” will present an overview of its work in promoting citizens’ participation and transparency in budgets around the globe. 

· South – South Cooperation: As part of the global effort to encourage South-South Cooperation (SSC), the Special Unit for SSC Director would comment on the importance of such initiatives within the global era of SSC.

· World Bank perspective: A senior official of WB would also partake in the presentation. He will comment on the topic, ‘Budgets as a human rights instrument,’ as well as the specific experience in Ecuador.  He may also provide input on how the WB sees the potential synergy to be gained by closer UNICEF-WB collaboration.

Expected Outcomes

Key lessons are identified and agreed upon for dissemination to, and application by member states, UN agencies, World Bank and NGOs, toward accelerating sustainable progress to achieve the MDGs and Millennium Declaration, and clarifying human rights objectives and strategies to pursue within the context of UN Reform and Paris Declaration/Aid Effectiveness process.
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