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Abstract: Ms. Berenice Cordero described the process through which UNICEF supported 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.
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Figure 1
Ms. Berenice Cordero proposed to focus on some key aspects of the implementation of the conceptual framework described by Mr. Vargas in the case of Ecuador.
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Figure 2
Introduction: Topics to be addressed include: 1) Why we need to monitor and quantify public spending, and why it is important to achieve a more equitable society for the well-being of children and the poorest; 2) The collective work in Ecuador, in particular the role of UNICEF; and 3) Achievements.
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Ecuador: The most serious economic recession 

in Latin America in the last 100 years

• GDP fell 45% (in US Dollars)

1998 = US$19,000 millions

2000 = US$10,942 millions (FMI) - US$13,300 millions(BCE)

• Income per capita was reduced by half

1998 = US$1,600
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• One of the most unequal countries in the world


Figure 3
Ecuador’s economic and social crisis: In 1999, Ecuador underwent the greatest economic crisis in the history of the Republic, experiencing the most serious economic recession in Latin America in the last hundred years. The following indicators illustrate the severity of the crisis: GDP fell by 45%, income per capita was reduced by half – which clearly impacted the lives of children – and economic policy impoverished the people of Ecuador. In 1999, Ecuador’s currency suffered a devaluation of 200%. The inflation rate was 60% and income fell by 40%.  Ecuador became one of the most unequal countries in the world. The effort made by UNICEF together with national authorities, social organizations and political parties highlighted that, in addition to a serious economic crisis, the country was going through a very serious social crisis.
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Figure 4
Between 1995 and 2000, Ecuador had the fastest rate of impoverishment in Latin America. The number of poor doubled (children were clearly the most affected); 75% of homes were poor. UNICEF estimated that 1,500 new children fell into poverty each day. The poor became poorer. Fiscal capacity and the national budget decreased, and it became increasingly difficult to deal with social issues.  Ecuador witnessed a massive migration of the population, as about 500,000 people left Ecuador within a period of 2 years. Approximately 1 million people have emigrated in the past five years. 
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Nutrition  60% reduced the number of daily meals

Health  36% postponed medical attention

Education  18% did not register their children in school 
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Source: Survey to beneficiaries of Assistance Bonus, July 1999


Figure 5
The most visible signs of crisis were concentrated in three areas: nutrition, health and education. From the point of view of nutrition, 60% of families were forced to reduce the number of daily meals. Regarding health, 36% of the population had to postpone medical care. Finally, in relation to education, 18% could not enrol their children in school. This was the result of a reduction in family income. Income became more concentrated so that the country became even more inequitable. 
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Figure 6
Figure 6 shows measures of income distribution between 1995 and 1998. In 1995, the wealthiest 10% of the population received 41.2% of the total income, while the poorest 10% received 1% of the total income. In 1998, after the impact of the economic crisis, the participation of the poor was even further reduced. Beyond being a poor country affected by an economic crisis, Ecuador became one of the most inequitable societies. 
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Figure 7
Ecuador suffered a collapse in social spending. Figure 7 presents the differences in spending between 1995 and 2000, the dark blue line indicating a general decline in social spending: approximately US$ 800 million in 1995 and US$600 million in 2000. As shown in Figure 7, the crisis affected all social sectors: education, health, social welfare and housing. Recovery began in the year 2000.
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Figure 8
In such circumstances, there are certain traps that have to be avoided. First, one cannot wait for better economic conditions to start improving social conditions. The other trap is the separation between economic and social policy. In Ecuador, an analysis was undertaken of public budgets as tools to protect children’s rights. This analysis led to a new approach and a new relationship between social and economic policies. 
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Figure 9
The message conveyed by UNICEF during this time was simple: the crisis affects the most vulnerable, particularly children. Economic and social policies used in the past did not offer the necessary protection to guarantee these rights. Three urgent measures were required: 1) Respond to the crisis, protect the poorest and avoid effects that could be irreversible in the future. Consequently, an emergency social plan was needed; 2) Protect and improve social spending, especially basic social services; and 3) Improve family spending. For this, political will was necessary. 
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Figure 10
Ecuador’s challenges: Ecuador was faced with the challenge of simultaneously dealing with economic imbalances while addressing social imbalances. This was crucial if one wanted to achieve both economic and social goals that would allow recovering political legitimacy. 
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Figure 11
Social Emergency Plan: The Social Emergency Plan had the following basic goals: nutrition for all children and pregnant women; infant and maternal care for all children, mothers and pregnant women; all children should attend (and stay) in school; broad citizen participation to overcome the crisis; and employment generation. 
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Figure 12
Figure 12 shows some of the goals of the Social Emergency Plan. For example, the plan aimed to achieve 400,000 children in school. It also aimed to incorporate 250,000 children in one-teacher schools. As shown in Figure 12, Ecuador needed to identify what the social goals were, and what resources were required to achieve them.
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Figure 13
Figure 13 represents governmental and social efforts to recover social spending, the dark blue line indicating recovery starting in 2000. Ecuador indeed improved its social spending because of the new priorities established and the allocation of resources for social spending. The priorities and goals set in the Plan (such as the education goals mentioned above) were translated into priority social programmes, and were therefore protected from a fiscal standpoint. There was agreement on these social goals to be achieved on the part of Ecuadorian society.
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Figure 14
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Figure 15
Increase in Social Spending: Social spending has continued to increase until now. In fact, Ecuador is reaching a social budget that is close to 2400 million dollars. Allocation for social spending represents 27% of the total budget, while it was only 15% of the total budget in 1999. 
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Figure 16
Despite the efforts made, Ecuador’s per capita social spending remains one of the lowest in the region. Ecuador spends US$ 76 dollars per capita per year. Figure 16 shows the level of Ecuador’s social spending against that of other countries. 
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Figure 17
Ecuador has a small economy that fails to grow to the levels it would wish to. Therefore, the ability to invest in the social sector has certain restrictions. In fact, social investment has to increase to protect resources allocated to education, health, social welfare, jobs and housing. There is a need to improve participation in the basic social services: ‘All children in school’, ‘All children with access to healthcare’. Ecuador was able to protect minimum floors for priority social programmes.  
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Figure 18
Generally, when Ministries face a problem, they “cap” expenses. These caps normally target the social sectors. Therefore, in order to achieve minimum floors for social priorities, it is important to have a protection mechanism. UNICEF has indeed encouraged reforms in the management of some of these programmes. 
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Figure 19
UNICEF worked in coordination with Ministries, civil society organizations and political parties, on the analysis and monitoring of social expenditure. It identified certain structural problems related to the budget. Regarding the excessive debt burden, specific actions were identified, such as debt swaps and initiatives of debt auditing for instance.  Moreover, the low redistributive effect of the budget was another difficulty that was highlighted. It was necessary to identify what efforts would be made by Ecuador and its society to finance social spending. For this reason, other mechanisms were created to build capacity within society.  
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Figure 20
Capacity Building: The Observatory of Children’s Rights was one of the mechanisms used for building capacity. It served to ensure that children’s rights were in the public domain, not just from a technical point of view, but as an issue of national interest. The same applies for the Observatory of Fiscal Policy through which people were able to follow fiscal policies and their effect on social expenditure. 
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Figure 21
Four objectives:   Ecuador inaugurated a new government on January 15th, 2007. It appears that there will be increased attention to social policies, maintaining the same goals. The government seems to be focusing on four objectives: 1) Capacity building; 2) Socio-economic inclusion; 3) Social guarantees; and 4) Citizenship. Goals that Ecuador seeks to achieve include the following:  that no child suffers from hunger or malnutrion; universalization of basic education, child development and care for children under 5 years of age; that all children be in school and no child is unprotected.
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Figure 22
Impact on children: What was the impact of this in the country? One million children received school breakfasts and lunches, and there were about five million users of free maternal care. While at the beginning of 1999, Ecuador did not have a budget allocation for vaccinations, a budget allocation was established specifically for this purpose; efforts were made to make new funds available to ensure medical care and medicines. Monitoring has allowed Ecuador to decrease child labour. Furthermore, there were about 1,300,000 families whose income was protected. There was no reduction of school meals. Five million children had access to healthcare. All children had school textbooks. In 2006, Ecuador had 85% of vaccination coverage. Furthermore, the goal of all children in school is being progressively achieved. 
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