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South-South Cooperation

By Mr. Yiping Zhou

Director of Special Unit for South-South Cooperation

Abstract: Mr. Zhou focused his presentation on the importance of the budget as a human rights instrument. He stressed the importance of society’s participation and transparency in all phases of the budgetary process. Mr. Zhou provided some successful examples of budgetary work in developing countries and highlighted the role of the United Nations System in general and the Special Unit for South-South Cooperation in particular, in disseminating and putting to use collective knowledge on rights based fiscal policy.
Mr. Yiping Zhou started his presentation by expressing his thanks for the invitation received to participate at the Open Dialogue. The main issues addressed were: 

1. Why the budget?

2. Why the budget must be treated as a human rights instrument.

3. Four key aspects that one must address for ensuring rights-based budgeting.  

4. Sharing of some good examples in developing countries as references for mutual learning. 

5. The role of the United Nations (UN) and especially the role of the Special Unit for South-South Cooperation (SUSSC).

1. Why the budget? The budget is the translation to financial terms of an action programme of the government. National budgets can influence the level and direction of activities, including social, economic and cultural behaviour. They also influence where people work, what transport they use, and what health care system is available to them. They reflect a set of values.  Therefore, it is an instrument not only for planning purposes, for allocation of resources or for taxation purposes. It is the reflection of the State’s emphasis on its citizens. Consequently, it is not just a budgetary issue.  

2. Why the budget must be treated as a human rights instrument.  In the conventional wisdom, the budgetary process is a fiscal instrument. However, the inclusion of the economic and social rights of the individuals into the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is really a historical break from the conventional wisdom.  Consequently, human rights are not only political rights, but the rights of the citizens in all dimensions.

3. Four key aspects that one must address for ensuring rights-based budgeting. If the budget is going to be treated in the context of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, then it has to expand to all areas. According to Mr. Zhou there are four key aspects that should be addressed to enforce rights-based budgeting.

a) Purpose of the budget: the budget has to be very clearly deliberated at the national level. It reflects a political stand of the nation. It is also important to clarify for whom the budget is made. It is a longer term instrument, a process of visionary planning. 

b) Process of budgetary decisions: It is generally very much centralized.  Therefore special attention should be given to see whether the process is transparent, whether the purpose is clear and whether the process is based on the actual needs of the citizens, rather than the sharing of power by different groups. The process has to be inclusive and transparent. 

c) Execution of the budget: It is important to monitor the execution of the budget.

d) Monitoring of the spending: In order to ensure that the budget is used as a human rights instrument and benefits the citizens, it is important to monitor expenditure. We cannot depend on the apparatus of the system to monitor it. Society must be involved in the monitoring process. This monitoring process should start from the very beginning and not only at the expenditure phase.  Society indeed needs to participate in all phases: monitoring of the purpose, the process, the expenditure and the impact of the budget. 

4. Share some good examples in developing countries as references for mutual learning. The developing countries that are doing well in this area have made the budget a very transparent process. Transparency is very critical in all phases of the process – in setting the purpose, moving the process forward, executing and monitoring the budget.  

Mr. Zhou shared some successful experiences in budgetary work in developing countries. 

a) Brazil: In Porto Alegre, society has been able to decide about virtually everything regarding municipal spending. They can even actually influence what street should be improved, where parks should be built, what special cultural activities should be staged for a particular period of time, or in which area sanitation should be improved. They also organize public hearings at the municipal level. This is one way of getting citizens involved in the entire process of making the purpose of the budget clear, making the process transparent and having the execution monitored.

b) South Africa: An interesting experience in South Africa is the so called “group-focused budgeting” or “agenda budgeting”. In South Africa there are two cases that have been very known and very popularly documented regarding this kind of budgeting. One is the “Women’s Budget Initiative”. It started in 1994, immediately after the apartheid. Women participate in deliberating, in setting the purpose, process, execution, and monitoring. It therefore becomes a driving force for gender equality and equity.


The other successful case in South Africa is the “Children’s Budget Initiative”. The Constitution of South Africa clearly states that children have an absolute right to access basic education and basic health, as well as shelter and housing. These kinds of gender-focused budgeting or child-focused budgeting have also now been implemented in many other countries: Tanzania, Uganda, India, Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, Mexico, United Kingdom and Italy. More recently, the Philippines, Nepal, Malaysia, Kenya and Malawi have also started developing this kind of women’s and children’s budgeting as a national effort.

c) Mexico: Transparency is one of the most important factors. However, it sometimes does not come from the government, but rather from citizen groups or civil society organizations, as they demand transparency and information. In Mexico, the “civil alliance in Mexico” launched a campaign to challenge the President’s special fund. Over years of campaigning, eventually this “secret fund” was eliminated and other measures were introduced in order to monitor the government’s expenditure and allocation of resources. 

d) India: An NGO called “Movement for the Empowerment of Peasants and Workers” started working in the 1990’s as a civil organization. Its agenda was to fight for the right to information. They started debating minimum wage and employment issues, progressing all the way into holding public hearings.  They used the Indian traditional community dispute settlement mechanism for this kind of public hearings. Through this mechanism, they addressed the issue of government budget allocations, eventually demanding to open up the accounts and look at the records. Consequently, this movement not only helped to eliminate corruption, but also to introduce a new sense of accountability of the government to the people.  

These kinds of budgeting instruments are important, and many other countries are undertaking similar initiatives. However, not many of these concrete, successful practices have been made known to other countries. There is a need to further document and promote successful practices in the global South. There is an enormous opportunity for sharing and mutual learning, but there is no such thing as “best practices”. Instead, there are “things that can be done”.  They can be done in a particular country’s economic, social and cultural context. There are common threads in these practices: participation, transparency, accountability and inclusiveness.  

5. The role of the United Nations (UN) and especially the role of the Special Unit for South-South Cooperation (SUSSC). The UN system has organized itself to systematically identify, promote, document and facilitate the dissemination of these kinds of successful practices in order to help developing countries to build their capacities to learn and together create their own system of rights-based budgeting for development. 

The main objective of the Special Unit for South-South Cooperation is to promote South to South cooperation – basically cooperation among developing countries. The Unit has four major areas of focus: 

· To advocate and promote the sharing of knowledge and experiences among developing countries; 

· To facilitate the process of sharing - in facilitating the process of sharing, the Unit partners with specialized agencies, donor agencies and developing countries to document and disseminate best practices; 

· To provide visibility and credibility to everybody; (The Unit is not an expert in any area; rather it is a good facilitator.  For example, the Unit organizes the annual United Nations Day for South-South Cooperation and on every December 19th, gives recognition to institutions or units that have contributed to South-South Cooperation); and 

· To foster partnerships and mobilize resources. 

Finally, Mr. Zhou committed himself to immediately start working on documenting good cases presented at the Open Dialogue with UNICEF and the World Bank. The Special Unit for South – South Cooperation would support a joint publication of success stories, a compendium on this subject for dissemination and facilitation of concrete transfer of knowledge and learning. 
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