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INTRODUCTION

In the last twenty years civil society organisations have gradually moved from a focus on service provisioning to government to a combination of service provision and critical policy advocacy.  The new focus on policy advocacy requires that members of civil society gain as complete an understanding as possible of the processes through which governments make decisions about policies, including budgets, spending priorities and government programming.  While governments have been mostly unwilling to welcome civil society into the policy arena, especially in the areas of budget making and priority setting, civil society have found alternative ways of meaningfully engaging with these processes.

The success of civil society budget work is strongly linked to responsiveness of governments.  However, civil society budget work has been successful even in environments where governments are non-responsive and non-transparent and has had the benefit of raising general  awareness on government budgets and the growth of movements of people demanding better transparency and improved economic governance across the continent and its regions; facilitated improved understanding of government budgets amongst Members of Parliament leading to effective parliamentary engagement; exposed weak and inefficient government programming and questioned spending priorities; and build consensus around the need for engagement of different sectors in the budget process.

While African and SADC governments have not fully opened up the budget process for broad and meaningful participation of different groups, there is recognition that the situation is much better than it was a decade ago.  In 2010, the International Budget Project ranked the Republic of South Africa number one in the world in terms of budget transparency.  While the ranking does not mean that the South African budget process is fully accessible to civil society, it is an encouraging step that we can only hope that other governments in the region also take to improve the accessibility, quality and quantity of information provision around public budgets.    

The objective of this paper is to analyse the challenges and opportunities for civil society budget work in the SADC region, with reference to children’s budget work.  The analysis for this paper is drawn from the work of the Imali Ye Mwana (SADC Child Budget Network) which is an Idasa coordinated network of child rights organisations with members in Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland, Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Malawi and Mauritius, with additional information from the South Africa.  The network has in the past focused on public budgets in education, health, housing and social development as the four key sectors that affect children’s lives but most of the work outside South Africa has been on education budgets.  The SADC Child Budget Network and the Economic Governance Programme of Idasa have also contributed to the popularization of civil society budget work in the SADC region and beyond through provision of training to civil society groups.  The objective of the network is to promote the use of budget analysis for policy advocacy.  While a number of the members of the network use different tools of analysis, independent budget analysis has been adopted as the common tool for all members, hence the paper’s tendency towards this tool of analysis.  

In addition to Idasa’s work, the Commonwealth Education Fund which was established in 2002 and worked with international civil society organisations including Idasa, Action Aid, Oxfam, Save the Children and Global Campaign for Education facilitated the formation of civil society movements on education budgets in sixteen countries, a number of them in the SADC region.  In terms of popularity and broad-based participation in budget work in the African region, it seems like the Southern African region is catching up with other countries in East and West Africa where community monitoring of public funds has been institutionalized.                   

OPPORTUNITIES FOR CIVIL SOCIETY BUDGET WORK IN THE SADC REGION
As indicated earlier in the paper, the space for civil society involvement in budget work has improved since the early 1990s.  Some of the improvements can be accredited directly to the work of civil society in demanding greater voice in decision-making while some it is as a result of global recognition of the strong relationship between transparency and good governance.  It is obvious that where there is strong civil society voice, there is a stronger chance of greater gains being made while nations with weak and ineffective civil society are not able to fully take advantage of the opportunities and make demands for even greater participation in policy-making.  Members of child rights groups in Mozambique indicated at a regional child dialogue that the environment in their country is favourable for civil society engagement in budget work as:

- Budget information is accessible

- There is active civil society with capacity to advocate for the poor

- There is an independent press which can ‘amplify’ advocacy messages

- The country’s dependence on external support facilitated the creation of a powerful advocacy platform where the interests of donors and civil society coincide.  

What follows is a more detailed discussion of the opportunities for independent civil society budget work in the area of children’s rights. 
Child rights broadly recognised in the region

There exists a broad recognition of child rights across the SADC region and governments have moved to develop policies that are in line with the realisation of these rights.  While there are still limitations to the full recognition of these rights, the global recognition has created space for civil society to make demands for allocations that contribute to the progressive realization of these rights.  Even in countries like Zimbabwe, that is engulfed in economic and political crises, civil society organisations still enjoy the space to advocate for fulfilment of children’s rights, through budget work at the national and local levels. 

Child rights are not as politicized as other human rights

The environment for child budget work is also relatively better than for other human rights, especially political rights, which are much more contentious and whose activists are seen as working in direct confrontation with government.  Even education budget work, which has mostly been the focus of civil society efforts, is also regarded as a relatively safe space for civil society work. In fact, government education officials at the national level in most countries have shown willingness to make information available and support civil society.  When reporting on its experiences of doing education budget work in Lesotho as part of the Campaign for Education Forum, the Lesotho Education Research Association encourages an approach that involves government officials in activities including training and sharing information openly with them.
  Similarly, the Coalition for Quality Basic Education in Malawi reports that their work in education budgets assisted them in creating relationships with Parliament, especially the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Education.  While CSCQBE reported reluctance from local level school officials to share information, the Ministry of Education at the national level provided supporting letters requiring local level officials to give information.    

Existence of a mostly standardized set of child rights instruments across the region

Most SADC countries have produced national instruments that protect children such as child protection acts; child welfare acts; and many others which are mostly based on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.  While some of the provisions of these documents and the level of implementation vary from country to country, there are broad principles which are the same across the region and as such allow for cross country collaboration in child advocacy work.  These broad principles include; the commitment to the progressive realisation of free basic education; provision of free primary health care; provision of basic social protections for children even in countries that do not have a global welfare system.  While the SADC region does not have a protocol that sets standards for child protection and service delivery yet, the common commitments make it possible for such an instrument to exist.    

Country and regional level platforms that facilitate civil society engagement with governments

Even in the absence of a regional instrument that protect children, child rights organisations are already working together across different countries and platforms for child budget advocacy have been created.  These platforms include the African committee of experts on the rights and welfare of the child; the SADC Council of Non-Governmental Organisations and Idasa’s SADC Child Budget Network.  

We recognise the limitations to the powers of these committees and their limited mandate make them ineffective (under-utilised?) platforms,  such as the fact that they do not have powers to regulate states’ behaviour as far as children are concerned; do not have powers to penalize states that fail to keep the commitments made in the Charter.  However, they do provide a platform for child rights organisations to engage with SADC and African Union institutions.     

Interest in budget work, though not specifically child budget work, is growing 

There has now been established firmly a belief that civil society participation, monitoring and oversight of government is central to transparency and governance.  The arsenal of tools now available to civil society to keep an eye on government allows for monitoring from the household, community to local and national levels and allows for participatory approaches with whole communities tracking service provision and allocations, to highly academic and technical tools which are often less participatory but elicit more high level responses.  (Currently at Idasa, there are more than four programmes that include some form of capacity-building on independent budget analysis and use of social-accountability tools in areas as diverse as local government, HIV and AIDS governance, agriculture, education, child rights, public finance, community education and many others, working with partners all over the African continent).  

Independent budget analysis has a number of drawbacks, which will be discussed later in the paper, and is not the most participatory tool in budget work.  However, one of the strengths of independent budget analysis is the depth of information that can be elicited from the analysis, even with very basic calculations.  This is important because in evaluating or monitoring government commitment to children, we need to draw not only from current budgets and programmes, but trace the coherence between long-term policy commitments and allocations over time.  

THE CHALLENGES OF DOING CHILD BUDGET WORK IN THE SADC REGION   
Budgets are still perceived as solely a sphere of responsibility for government and civil society participation is mostly superficial

Even in a country like South-Africa, which has been ranked number one in the world in terms of budget transparency, the perception that budgets are solely a sphere of responsibility of governments-hence civil society does not have as direct an influence on budget processes -is still inherent.  Evidence of this is the completer non-involvement of civil society organisations, except for its partners in the Tri-partite alliance, in the budget formulation process.  It is nearly impossible to identify a country that allows for direct influence of civil society in the budget process, especially at national level.  However, if we accept that it is still possible to influence the process from outside, the next best scenario is that where government allows broad access to budget information.  Most governments have access to information laws or particular Constitutional clauses that guarantee public access to information, however, in the absence of penalties for ministries and departments that fail to honour requests for information most civil servants simply refuse to give information.  Government ministries and departments also have a tendency of choosing to deal with only a few civil society actors who are turned into representatives of the broader movement.  This has the effect of limiting access to information for the broader public.  Budgets often have high political implications for ruling parties hence the level of gate-keeping around these is particularly high with onerous demands for those who want to participate.

Most budget documents do not provide sufficient non-financial information to allow for effective analysis    

Analysis and monitoring of government budgets and programmes can only be effective in an environment where there is free access to both financial and non-financial information.  However, very few countries in the SADC region have budget documents with the right balance of financial and non-financial information.  The 2010 Open Budget Index which included a number of Southern African countries, including Malawi, Namibia, Botswana, South Africa and Tanzania indicated improvements in terms of provision of budget information in most countries but the individual country reports show that the following are some of the weaknesses of budget information made available by these countries, though these are not uniform across the different countries.

· Most countries do not produce a citizen budget, which is the best way of making budget information available to citizens in a simple manner.  (Botswana, Zambia, Tanzania, Namibia, Democratic Republic of the Congo and Mozambique)

· Some countries do not make the enacted budget publicly available rendering any in-depth analysis impossible.  (Tanzania, Malawi) 

· Some countries do not publish in-year, mid-year and end-year reports, which are often used by civil society to monitor programme implementation based on spending patterns.

· Most countries make budget information available to the public too late to allow for effective engagement.  

· Most countries’ budget proposals did not provide information, especially on past and future expenditures, the documents are often poor on outputs and outcomes of spending and programme, and budget proposals are failing to provide a link between government policies, spending priorities and macro-economic policy. 

· In our work on the children’s budget in South Africa we have also noticed that while some departments have developed programme indicators sometimes there are inconsistencies in the indicators between the national and the provincial level; in reporting in the annual reports departments sometimes do not report on all the indicators; and that reports from different departments sometimes use different statistical data while reporting on the same indicator, especially for the health sector.  (You can use the examples of maternal and infant mortality rates)  It also remains true that unless an analyst or group is able to attend sometimes internal meetings of departments or find a way to be intimately involved with a department even in a country like South Africa, one cannot depend solely on the publicly available information to be able to draw relevant conclusions about the functioning of a department.  This therefore means that the public is always dependent on being able to talk to the right official when the need arises to ask additional questions and this remains an area of weakness for most governments.

Governments do not budget with particular groups in mind

The way countries produce budget documents works for sector analysts, such as those who want to understand how spending in education, agriculture, or health impacts on outcomes in the sectors.  However, budget documents do not facilitate or make it easy for an analyst or civil society group concerned with spending on particular population groups such as children.  As a result most of the budget work done on particular population groups produces at best only an estimate/aggregate of what level of service provision and budget allocations are benefitting the group.  This situation is aggravated by very unreliable statistics across the region and very weak capacity for data collection, documentation and reporting at the local government level.  “Probably the most widespread problem facing developing countries and emerging democracies is the lack of accurate budget data and socio-economic statistics.” (Shapiro I; 2002: 28)   

In addition, countries often produce the weakest budget information for vulnerable groups such as children and women if they are traditionally not considered influential political constituencies.  At a regional dialogue on Child Budgets held in Maputo, Mozambique in November 2009, a representative of World Vision in Swaziland remarked that the share of the budget that went to children was ‘almost invisible’ in Swaziland as a culture of non-recognition of children’s rights and child participation limited the scope to pose such questions.  However, civil society in Swaziland brought the issue of children’s rights to the fore when they challenged in the Courts of Law government’s failure to provide free basic education even though this is has been constitutionally mandated.  Civil society groups lost the case, but it created momentum and debate on the rights of children.

Our own experience with how children benefit from allocations to housing in the South African budget has exposed us to the problems of child budget work in a context where they are not the seen as the key beneficiaries.  Even though South Africa has made some strides in terms of provision of housing to poor households, currently there are no official numbers of children who have benefitted from housing provision.  The only numbers available are those of children living in informal and other sub-standard housing.  Most government service provision programmes are still highly dependent on the household as the level of analysis and where there is disaggregation for individual benefit it often uses sex and not age.   The lack of information that shows the impact of budget decisions on children had led to most civil society groups limiting themselves to a limited number of areas, such as education and health, when doing budget work and our understanding and ability to advocate for allocations to services such as water, sanitation, police services, the courts of law and labour are limited even though children in most countries are involved in some form of informal or formal employment; present a growing population of people in conflict with law; and are often victims of crime. 

Civil society groups in most countries do not have the capacity required for budget work, especially at the national level
While there are currently a wide range of tools available to civil society for budget work, in some countries like Lesotho, Swaziland, Botswana and Mauritius there are no existing groups doing child budget work.  Civil society groups in some of these countries have done budget work, but this has mostly been dependent on the capacity of consultants.  The Public Expenditure Tracking Surveys are the most popular tool used by civil society as surveys can be done even in environments where there is little budget information publicly available.  (In fact, one analyst has come to the conclusion that PETS are mostly prevalent in countries where there is limited access to budget information)
  However, surveys are both time and resource consuming and still require a certain level of understanding of public expenditure processes in order to draw relevant conclusions.  However, some groups have had some success in using PETS to draw attention to inefficient allocations.  In Malawi, Civil Society Coalition for Quality Basic Education (CSQBE) successfully used the tool to put pressure on the government to increase allocations to education, but access to information still proved to be a problem.  “One of the key challenges for the project was the lack of access to information from district education officials.  For instance, in the 2007 survey, 32 district education offices were targeted but only 18 responded.”  (Making the Budget Work for Education:  Experiences, achievements and lessons from civil society budget work, pg. 30)

Another participatory tool that is often used in budget work is budget tracking which can include community members being used as independent budget monitors.  The use of this tool is dependent on an environment where there is devolvement of decision-making powers and budgets to the community level and availability of information on the use of resources at the local level.  Budget tracking has been made easier through the training of community members as budget monitors, however only a few countries in Southern Africa, including Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe have built enough capacity to do work at both the local and national levels that can be used for advocacy and so far most of that work has only focused on education budgets.  Even in South Africa where there is a lot of civil society work on budgets with most of it focused on children, the problem seems to be the involvement of communities in the work and the dissemination of findings in a way that allows for formation of broad coalitions.  As a result, budget work has remained mostly academic with conversations between a few institutions and organisations and policy-makers.

In countries where budget information is broadly accessible, independent budget analysis is the tool most used for budget work.  Idasa is currently training civil society organisations across Southern Africa and beyond in the use of independent budget analysis for advocacy and we anticipate that in the next five years there will be growth of interest in independent budget analysis across the region.  The current drawback in doing independent budget analysis for most civil society groups, including child rights groups is the level of technical capacity required for this level of work.  While it is possible to encourage formation of networks of civil society groups involved in this type of work, it is difficult to train communities to participate directly in the analysis itself.  However, in terms of work across different sectors that benefit children, independent budget analysis provides some of the best results in terms of comparing allocations to policy priorities, trends in allocations over time and tracking the performance of different programmes and their impact on children.  

It is clear, given the relative advantages and disadvantages of using the few tools discussed that civil society organisations need to develop capacity to use different tools if they are to effectively work at both the local and national levels and work directly with communities.  As child rights activists we also need to develop capacity in the methods that facilitate child participation in both the budget and policy advocacy work.  In addition, while it is desirable to have healthy relationships between government and civil society, in most countries the relationship between child rights organisations, which often provide services to government, and government ministries can sometimes be too close to allow for effective oversight.  

In Southern Africa the burden of HIV and AIDS has resulted in particularly problematic reversals in child advocacy work.  The need for service provision, especially among child orphans is so acute that the focus has turned back to service provision and mitigation.  In most cases civil society organisations are working very closely with government on provision of services to orphans and in some cases this has produced a level of dependence and co-option that makes it difficult for civil society to do credible budget work as they begin to see themselves as part of the system.  Most child rights organisations in Southern Africa, from local to national level, are financially dependent on government contract work.  It is therefore imperative that funders and donors make commitments that support civil society to remain committed to budget work in the long-term to allow for development of capacity.  “(Donor) support of NGO budget work is similarly likely to have the most impact if it is focused on providing a funding stream that enables an NGO to develop and pursue its budget work in a comprehensive, flexible and on-going fashion.” (Shapiro I, 2001; pg.39).  

Though legislation that protect children exist in most countries, it is mostly out of touch with popular sentiment 

Governments and countries in Southern Africa have accepted the idea of child rights, signed and ratified international child rights instruments and even developed national legislation that support child rights.  However, the child rights discourse is often in contradiction with traditional codes and practice, which often still influence communities.  The result is a two tier system where at the national level there is universal acceptance but local environments are still highly susceptible to child rights abuses and other failures to recognise children’s rights.  This makes it impossible to build local level coalitions for the protection of children and child budget work.  Recent reports made by civil society organisations from Southern Africa to the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights point to problems ranging from an endemic system of child labour (the herd boy system) in Lesotho; unofficial police detainment of children in Swaziland; forced early marriages among girls in the Eastern Cape in South Africa and many others that often point to community failure to recognise the rights of children.      

Child participation is another area around which understanding is lacking at the national and local levels.  While Child Parliaments exist in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, Namibia and South Africa these structures do not really allow for the reflection of child voices in decisions that affect children.  For the most part, these structures are instituted by governments and do not reflect representation of the majority of children.  This is closely tied to the fact that there are still very few truly child-led organisations in the region.  
The concept of child participation is still mostly theoretical

This is true for both governments and civil society, including some child rights organisations.  The tendency is still to work for and not with children this limits the impact and scope of advocacy work as mostly adult voices are reflected and messages are also mostly addressed at adults.  While child rights organisations are currently doing some good work, especially around education and health budgets, meaningful advocacy will only take place only when children who have the capacity fully grasp the connection between their particular disadvantage and government policy processes.  Save the Children in Southern Africa has played an important role in promoting and facilitating understanding and practice of child participation in child rights organisations but there is still some way to go before practice is global and leads to desired results.  

During February and March, staff members and partners from the SADC Child Budget Network and the Right to Know: Right to Education project of the Economic Governance Programme of Idasa went on a study tour of Argentina and Brazil.  The objective of the study tour was to understand the relationship between Access to Information, participatory budgeting at the local level and improved outcomes for communities.  One of the lessons learned from Brazil is that consultation and participation of all groups, including children, has played a pivotal role in improving access to education, health, water and social protections. Half of the 500 municipalities in Brazil use participatory budgeting.  Local government budgets in Brazil represent 15-18% of government spending which is equal to 7% of GDP.  In terms of the Southern African region this figure is comparable to that of South Africa  total government spending, yet the process of building consensus around priorities in South African local government is not open, excludes children and has produced little public accountability or improved service delivery.  

There is limited reflection of children’s voices in the media

Globally, the media pays little attention to children issues and even when reporting news about children the voices of those children are rarely reflected in the news stories.  This is guided by a perception that children do not have the capacity to understand and contribute to discussion about things that affect them.  This situation is also true of the Southern Africa region where it is exacerbated by a focus on government and politics to the exclusion of most community news and the non-pluralism of the media.  The broadcast media has made some attempts at children’s programmes, but the weakness is still at the level of participation.  Very few, if any at all of the programmes are produced or hosted by or together with children and child participation is mostly passive.  The media also has the tendency to portray children only as victims of their circumstances and not as active participants in their own lives.  As a result most stories about children in the media are not interesting and rarely make it to the front-page of newspapers.  

Some civil society groups have produced specialized publications focusing on children, however these are often in the mainstream and are often limited to specialized groups and fail to disseminate information to key constituencies such as communities.  The media has maintained interest on budget issues, but the case is often that the focus is only at the stage of budget enactment when interest is paid to sectoral allocations and not necessarily allocations to the different programmes within departments.  It is also often the case that the media has more access to policymakers during budget processes than most civil society groups.  This requires that civil society groups work closely with the media especially in training them to be sensitive to child rights issues.  

Media Monitoring Africa, a South African based non-governmental organisation which carried out a project called Empowering Children and the Media Project together with Save the Children and UNICEF which monitored the representation of children in the media reports the following findings:    
· Children’s voices are under-represented in the media

· The representation of children in the media is mostly that of victims

· Children and children’s issues are not a key element of the news agenda

· Children’s opinions are rarely sought by the media even in stories about children

· Children’s right to participation is not recognised
The failure of the media to present news from a child perspective and recognise children as full citizens with rights, needs and responsibilities limits the scope of advocacy that can be done through the media.  This renders children voiceless, limits their space to participate and results in the perception of children as passive citizens on whom development is thrust.   
CONCLUSION 

While efforts are being made to meaningfully allocate resources for the needs of the child, governments should realise that children are the future leadership. Their participation in decision making processes on issues that affect them help to shape their capacity to monitor resource utilisation and suggest how these can be used to adequately address their needs. One of the children interviewed as part of the Media Monitoring Africa “Empowering children and Media Project made this observation about child participation, “I realised that we can understand   what is going on around us.  If it is about us, we are the best people to say something about it.” If we are to budget effectively, taking the particular needs of the child into consideration, creating space for civil society participation and demystifying the budget  will go a long way in adding value to our progressive realisation of the needs of the child and other vulnerable groups. 
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� This is the view of Russell Wildeman, the Programme Manager of the EGP, who happens to be an education budget analyst-information obtained in personal communication with Mr Wildeman
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