EFA Mid-Decade Review
Performance of Bilateral and Multilateral Agencies in 

Basic Education

Part One: An Analytical Overview

There has recently been a notable trend established towards increased policy prioritization, an in several cases, increased financial support to Basic Education. Within that trend, a definite shift from an emphasis on quantitative expansion to that of concern for quality enhancement is evident, as is the shift from a narrow focus on primary schooling to one on the broader spectrum of basic education modalities. It is also apparent that this trend is not manifested equally among bilateral and multilateral agencies, some having focused to a greater extent, and far more rapidly on basic education, than others.

Some agencies have had various historical, political and other reasons for continuing to direct support at a priority level to education subsectors other than basic education. These sectors have included higher education and technical and vocational training. Furthermore, it is evident that among those who now give priority to Basic Education, some have always been doing so while others have only sice Jomtien started to read just their policies and practices in favour of Basic Education.

In the light of this, it should prove useful to take a closer look at those factors which have prompted some agencies to read just their priorities so effectively towards Basic Education, while at the same time examining other factors which may have existed as obstacles for other agencies, preventing them from responding as effectively as some to the prioritization of Basic Education at a policy and operational level.
The following points, with reference to specific agency examples, provide an analysis of a number of issues which have an effect on the performance of donors in the area of Basic Education.

1. The Impact of Jomtien
In looking at agency activities in basic education, it is useful to make a distinction between those who were active in basic education before Jomtien and those who exhibited a definite shift towards support for basic education after Jomtien.

It would be inaccurate to attribute all shifts towards Basic Education since 1990 directly to the Jomtien Conference. Among many agencies, Basic Education was already established as a priority well before Jomtien. Indeed it was the energy of these agencies themselves which constituted much of the driving force behind the conference, thus highlighting their already existing prioritization of Basic Education as a cause rather than effect of Jomtien. This is particularly true of the four major principal sponsors of the Jomtien event, UNESCO, UNICEF, UNDP, and the World Bank.
Swedish development assistance has been characterized by a strong emphasis on support to Basic Education which reflects the strategy undertaken by SIDA in the 1970s to prioritize education at a basic level, and which remains unchanged to date. Few other agencies can boast such a long-standing commitment to Basic Education.

Among the agencies in which a post-Jomtien shift is evident, in should be noted that the impact of the conference was, in the main, indirect. The Jomtien Conference, and later Declaration and Framework were, in essence, to have the effect of producing the momentum for change by influencing the perspectives of the relevant governments, legislators, agency heads, media and public opinion, and thereby creating a spin-off of initiative which was to directly impact on agencies and their policy strategies.
As a result, the years since Jomtien have seen a rapid turn around in favour of Basic Education on the part of a number of agencies. The Member States of the European Union have collectively stated their support for the prioritization of Basic Education with the most dramatic change exhibited by Germany and the Netherlands. As a direct outcome of Jomtien, a policy shift in the direction of EFA on behalf of the Italian government took place. Although this policy move is not as yet reflected in the figures, the seriousness of the commitment is shown by its announcement in the Italian parliament. CIA and USAID have also recently reiterated their support for Basic Education.

However, some agencies, in spite of the momenturm realized through Jomtien, have held back from committing themselves too heavily to the support of Basic Education. These will be looked at more closely later on in this paper.

It should be noted that there remains some difficulty in measuring the impact of Jomtien to date, largely due to gaps in available statistical information and the nature of programme cycles.
2. Governing Bodies and Legislation
The most direct influence on policy change has undoubtedly come from the policy making bodies themselves. The work of legislatures and parliaments, in the case of bilateral agencies, and of executive governing bodies in the case of multilateral agencies has ensured that new initiatives operate within the framework of official policy and with the recognition and support of decision makers at the highest level.
A case in point is the parliament of the Netherlands which officially legislated for a change in external assistance policy to give Education for All the highest priority. The parliament has expressed a wish to be kept informed on the progress made in the implementation of the policy on Basic Education which means that yearly updated data are sent to Parliament by the Minister for International Cooperation reporting on the target scores for both the target regions of Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. In Germany, a policy paper prepared specifically for the legislature led to a re-articulation of policy and, subsequently, a remarkable increase in support form 3% of total aid to education directed to primary education in 1990, to 24% to Basic Education in 1993. The Norwegian Minister for Development Cooperation has stated her commitment to increasing Norwegian assistance to the education sector. Special emphasis has been placed on Basic Education for girls in sub-Saharan Africa and it is expected that this emphasis will be reflected in the next White Paper on Norwegian development assistance to be presented to Parliament in November 1995.
In contrast to this positive support, some governing bodies have negatively influenced the progress of change. The increasing reticence of the Congress of the United States towards external assistance in general and from deviating from the five main goals of USAID (which do not include education), has made it necessary to present education projects only as supportive of other goals.
Different policy positions within the agencies themselves have also been instrumental in influencing policy decisions. The adoption of important policy documents favouring increased prioritization of Basic Education under Norway’s programme have been delayed by differences of opinion in NORAD on some major issues. One is the advisability of financing recurrent costs, particularly the support for teacher’s salaries on a declining basis. Another issue is the balancing of the support for public and for private sectors. The consensus is that aid should be channeled through both but that it is the responsibility of governments to provide free primary education.

In Sweden, on the other hand, Basic Education has recently been formally identified as the main priority of the education division of the new organization established on the 1st of July 1995. similarly in Canada, a new foreign policy was adopted in February 1995 under which 25% of ODA was committed to Basic Human Needs, which includes Basic Education.

Among multilateral agencies, executive boards have had key roles to play. In both the current biennium and the previous one, the UNESCO General Conference has reiterated that striving for quality education for all must remain UNESCO’s top priority. At the recent UNICEF Executive Board, and in the presence of the new Executive Director, a policy paper on UNICEF and Basic Education was formally presented and endorsed, leading to general optimism that a greater commitment of resources to Basic Education would be forthcoming.
3. Influences on Past and Present Donor Country Priorities
It is enlightening to examine the extent to which history and tradition influence donor countries’ perspectives towards external assistance in the field of education. Former colonial powers such as France, Spain, the United Kingdom and Portugal have historically tended to give priority assistance to the former colonies with which they were once connected. In order to meet the demand for a well educated core of nationals to replace returning expatriates, much of the resources destined for the educational field were directed to the support of higher education and local capacity building. Much of the University links set up between donors and their former colonies are very much alive today. Another legacy of colonialism which remains a strong component of educational assistance is the promotion of Western languages.  Thus language training in French, Spanish, English and Portuguese is prevalent in many recipient countries.

In contrast, countries like Sweden and Denmark, which do not have a recent history of colonization but do have a tradition of establishing ‘folk schools’ as the building blocks of community and national identity and the symbols of productivity and democracy, began their development cooperation in education by focusing on systems that use fundamental education as the first building blocks to development.
The past emphasis on support to higher education must be seen in the context of political pressures and the need to secure a flow back of resources. The tying of aid and conditionality in favour of higher education is still an element in today’s system as university linkages remain and the traffic of technical assistance is maintained. The pressure of interest groups cannot be discounted. Technical and tertiary education have by definition stronger links with industry and professional groups, and often require a greater infusion of resources for equipment, capital expenditures, and speacialized industrial expertise not normally required for Basic Education. It is in the interest of various parties therefore to apply pressure on decision makers to sustain assistance to education sub-sectors other than Basic Education. The continuing support to higher education from France is a reflection of the large amount of technical assistance in African universities.
Current experiences of Ministries and systems of education in the donor countries also effect the choice of emphasis on education sub-sectors. Success with educational technology and with special education in Spain has led the Spanish government to look favourably on project proposals from other countries which could capitalize on this experience. Denmark has also made strides to emphasize the need for support to special education as an integral component of Basic Education.
Finally, it should be noted that some agencies, such as Australia and Switzerland, have made a concerted decision not to prioritize Basic Education to the extent of other agencies. Their main priorities for educational assistance remain vocational and higher education. This is partly in response to the fact that most other agencies are shifting towards Basic Education and partly due to traditional commitments and preferences. Some smaller agencies tend to select a particular area within education where a unique contribution can be made. This area might not necessarily correspond to the international trend of which Basic Education is currently a major part.

4. The Country Focus Approach
A number of agencies, including DANIDA and NORAD, operate on a clear country focus approach. In this framework resources area allocated, not according to sectors or sub-sectors such as Basic Education, but in line with recipient country priorities and development plans. Commitments to Basic Education therefore depend on requests for support by the recipient country. Advocacy for EFA thus takes place on a country specific level. Following Jomtien, NORAD, during the annual country programme negotiations, offered support to Basic Education in Zambia and Nicaragua. The offer was refused on the grounds that both countries showed a preference for Norwegian assistance continuing in the same sectors where NORAD was already present. It is important to note therefore, that it takes time to undertake a policy shift and for a country to change its development portfolio.

SIDA considers National Policies in Education as essential and where non exist, has pledged to support the development of these policies rather than individual projects.

Several agencies have long term relationships with beneficiary countries and, with that, long term commitments to support certain programmes and projects such as the institutional development of key universities or institutes. French and British commitments to African Universities cannot easily be terminated in favour of Basic Education. Moreover, the programme cycles of some agencies run over a number of years in which case funds have already been allocated.
In line with respect to previous commitments, agencies are also faced with a growing number of commitments in an age where total resources for development aid are on the decline. New broad priorities, greatly fuelled by the recent World Conferences on such issues as the environment, population, poverty and women, and coupled with recent events in a number of countries which have placed humanitarian assistance, peacekeeping and aid for refugees firmly on the agenda, have made the redirection of support to basic education more complex. Agencies are now faced with the dilemma of how to deal with the increasing number of issues on the agenda and the various calls for action after the many world conferences. In this context it makes sense to see Basic Education as a cross-sectoral theme which can be targeted as a component of other sectors. This issue will be addressed further on in this paper.

5. Lack of support for Basic Education in Recipient Countries
The issues affecting educational assistance are above all complex. It is not simply the case that countries which do not succeed in providing adequate education to most of their populations are necessarily resource constrained in doing so. In some countries failure to achieve this is the result of conscious decisions to allocate resources for other purposes.
Donor agencies who have made the policy decision to increase resources towards Basic Education may find that at an operational level obstacles exist in the recipient countries which may hamper their objectives. The most fundamental of potential obstacles is the lack of support on the part of recipient governments for Basic Education.

In this instance the donor is faced with two possible courses of action. On the one hand many donor agencies are hesitant to insist on their sectoral choice. This is particularly true of agencies with a more general mandate of assistance who are committed to supporting recipient country priorities. UNDP, for one, is constrained by the 5 year or medium-term plans for economic planning ministries while UNICEF adheres to the expressed priorities stated in the National Plans of Action produced from the World Summit for Children.

On the other hand, working within a government framework leads donors to accept government policy but does not prevent them from strongly advocating preferred policy positions in specific instances. In some cases, the advocacy becomes imposed conditionalities. For some donor agencies, a shift in aid policy from allocations based on recipient priorities to increasing conditionality is evident. Referring to conditionality in the context of a number of different objectives however, does provoke some debate. Donor advocacy for the education of women and girls for example, even in countries where this is not an objective, may be less controversial then advocating support for primary education and literacy in favour of third level education in countries where the latter is top priority. In addition, even where it is easier to push for women’s development, against recipient country preferences, than Basic Education, this is probably because it is easier to agree with the ideas represented by gender development than to provide additional finances for Basic Education.

It is primarily at the implementation stage where difficulties of Policy dialogue with governments are most acute. Donors have to resist the temptation to by-pass governments and work directly at the grass-roots level although most donors agree that dialogue with governments is essential if resources are to be used efficiently and objectives attained. Recipient countries which have successfully resisted a pro-active donor approach include Zambia and Nicaragua in connection with Norway, and Bolivia. 
Certain countries which resist prioritizing Basic Education in their national development plans have a number of reasons for doing so. These may include the following;
.Basic Education and specifically curriculum content, which are fundamental to national identity, are seen as the responsibility of national governments and should be exposed to a minimum of external influence. Therefore, recipient governments are reluctant to welcome outside influences in this domain.
.Governments maintain that the continuing production of well educated professional and scientific expertise remains imperative for the leadership and economic development needs of developing countries, and this is done largely through higher education.

.Leaders and the elite implicitly favour higher levels of education which directly affect their families and communities over mass education for the larger but less influential sectors of the population.

.Countries may not be prepared for the implications of progress in Basic Education; universalizing basic education creates tremendous pressures for expanding the secondary schooling system and for further education and advanced training.

.Basic Education projects tend to spead over expansive geographical and administrative areas resulting in much more difficult projects to monitor and control. Related to this, in larger countries, Basic Education is not primarily a central or federal responsibility, and donor agencies have no mechanisms to directly support provincial administrations.

.On the whole structural adjustment programmes have contributed to diminutions in social sector spending in general and for education in particular.

6. Constraints to investment in Basic Education
Constraints to investment in Basic Education are largely related to the absorptive capacity of the country. Low levels of human capacity development and an under-investment in people combine with a low level of efficiency in the use of resources to support educational change, reform and adjustment. At a macro level wider problems of economic mismanagement, lack of accountability and undemocratic systems also have an impact on the viability of investment.
The poor performance records of many educational systems, inspite of considerable previous external assistance, serves to deter many agencies from further investing in these systems. Large numbers of untrained teachers, high drop-out and repetition rates, inadequate instructional resources, lack of access to advanced learning technologies and inadequate attention to health variables affecting learning capacity, seem to persist in the face of the most valiant reform projects. And yet, rather than driving agencies away, these factors should represent the very reasons for increasing support to these systems. The time has come to correct the present imbalance where more than half of all aid to education goes to the 20% of the middle range developing countries, while the 50% of the developing countries with the lowest GNP receives less than one third of this assistance.

7. Basic Education – Sector or Theme
Basic Education is being seen more and more as a cross-sectoral theme. The official development agencies of Canada, Sweden, Finland, the UK and the Netherlands, to name a few, all recognize the importance of allowing Basic Education to be considered within a systematic approach in order to better facilitate its support in the face of new emerging commitments. The UK sees Basic Education, and education in general, relating to its broad objectives of human resources development, poverty orientation, environment, the status of women and orientation towards markets and productive capacity.
Classifying Basic Education as a theme does mean however that figures reflecting quantitative support to Basic Education may also contain components of other sectors, or indeed figures reflecting support to other sectors may contain unaccounted for components of Basic Education. Thus, for example, the support to Basic Education in Tanzania is classified under rural development, and thus the amount of assistance to Basic Education reported by Finland actually falls short of the real amount actually spent for it. The Netherlands is at the forefront of representing activities which are 100% Basic Education and activities which have a 100% Basic Education component. The universal application of this system should improve Basic Education reporting.
At the same time Switzerland is drawing up a separate sector policy paper for Basic Education instead of placing Basic Education in the context of other sectors.

According to USAID, the major conceptual constraint to implementing effective strategies for human capacity development is sectoral thinking that limits the discussion to education and training alone. USAID encourages integrated policy analysis and programme design. Thus, the cross-cutting nature of human capacity development dictates that the Center for Human Capacity Development of USAID work beyond the sectoral boundaries of education and training to support the four strategic objectives of: population, health and nutrition; environment; economic growth; democracy. Equity objectives include the full participation of girls, women and marginalized population groups in initial education and training.
Similarly the European Union’s emphasis on poverty alleviation has the effect of increasing support for Basic Education. The UNDP’s renewed emphasis on poverty alleviation as an overarching theme for its efforts, following the Copenhagen Social Science Summit, has in like manner put human resource development, and basic education within that, under this integrated thrust.

CIA recognizes the importance of integrated projects where more than on Basic Human Need (which includes Basic Education) is targeted. The rationale behind this appears to be a growing awareness that projects are not sustainable without community ‘ownership’ of the work. Many Basic Human Need projects therefore have elements of women’s participation, community mobilization, integration with health initiatives, appropriate technology, income-generating programmes and national coordination. Basic Education therefore, tends to be carried out within integrated projects.
8. Other Influences on the prioritization of Basic Education
a)
Other bilaterals and multilaterals

The Jomtien meeting itself, as well as the many other related meetings and conferences that followed it, presented many occasions for agency representatives to interact, share views, and influence each other. Thus, agencices who were at the forefront of the EFA initiative were able to influence others regarding the priority, the urgency, and the importance of shifting policies more strongly in favour of EFA. The Italian Development Cooperation Agency, for example, had been active in inter-agency meetings, and this eventually influenced their shift of policy towards basic education.
The Netherlands have found that the remain obstacles to successful implementation of assistance programmes come from competition, rather than cooperation, among donors in a number of countries. The multitude of disparate approaches to development issues by various agencies can also hinder development cooperation.
Having said this however, several mechanisms exist through which agencies can cooperate with one another on coordination and information exchange. Bodies such as the EFA forum, the International Working Group on Education and for Africa, the Association for the Development of African Education (DAE), are also there to facilitate agencies working together and to promote Education for All. Other organizations, too, play an important role in emphasizing the need for Education for All. At its 1992 meeting, the Development Assistance Committee of the OECD urged its members to ‘emphasize Basic Education in the policy dialogye with developing countries’. The implementing document for the February 1995 Resolution of the European Council on Coordination in the field of Education states that ‘in line with the conclusion of the World Conference on Education for All, our essential priority is support to Basic Education’.

Since Jomtien, UNDP has been working closely with UNICEF and the World Bank in Basic Education, particularly at the policy and strategy level. Country level and regional collaboration varies but, on the whole, seems to be improving, with UNDP in collaboration with UNESCO beginning to play a more upstream role in relation to major World Bank and Regional Bank lending.

Australian policy development for one has taken note of trends in international assistance and the evidence of multilateral agencies regarding Basic Education’s role in supporting social development and economic growth.
Moreover, the informal exchanges generated during these meetings, and after the events, have given the various agency specialists the opportunity to exchange views and experiences on specific aspects of assistance to Basic Education.

b)
Executive Heads

The personal involvement and charismatic commitment of senior executive management to EFA has a direct effect on the eventual performance of the agency in this area. As early as thirty years ago in Swedish SIDA, the conviction about the priority of Basic Education moved from being the conviction of the executive head to that of the institution, and has remained there ever since. The Jomtien event itself owed much of its success to the personal roles played by the heads at that time, of the four principal conveners (UNESCO, UNICEF, UNDP, World Bank). Three of the four heads have since been replaced, and the personal commitments shown have not been the same since. In contrast, the personal and sustained interest of the executive head of UNFPA has made this institution become of principal partner of the EFA alliance in all its major activities.

c)
Media

Media has also played a significant, if indirect, role in preparing the ground for policy shifts by bringing the latest information to the attention of public opinion and by acting as a significant influence on the thinking of policy makers and aid managers. A multi-country survey of newspaper space devoted to educational issues showed a sevenfold increase in the coverage of Basic Education since Jomtien.

9. Summary
Five years after Jomtien it has been established that most agencies are committed to the prioritization of Basic Education. Those agencies now have the responsibility of ensuring that the momentum to prioritize Basic Education is sustained and that the commitment to the support of Basic Education, in real terms, is met. In this context it is evident that a lot of the challenge still facing those in charge of educational assistance programmes is how to translate the new approaches and new policy guidelines into financial commitments and disbursements to support practical operations.

The analysis in this paper of the first few steps the agencies have taken along this road toward that goal have illustrated a few key points:

1.
It is evident that the importance of governing bodies and executive boards for the future of assistance to Basic Education is paramount. Positive legislation in favour of increasing support to Basic Education has the effect of formalizing policy at the highest decision making level. It is imperative that governing bodies are kept well informed of future assistance to Basic Education in order for the political support at this level to be maintained.
2.
Staying in line with recipient country priorities, where Basic Education is not highlighted as a priority, is a difficulty facing all agencies. Donors, therefore, need to work at maintaining the balance between their affirmative advocacy for Basic Education and expressed country needs. It takes time for governments, and donors, to make changes to established development plans. Therefore, continuing dialogue between donors and recipient governments is necessary for the realization of effective and sustainable programmes. Real economic and social constraints to investment in Basic Education do exist which affect the support to this sub-sector.
3.
In order to maintain the momentum of support to Basic Education launched at Jomtien, agencies must continue to work towards the coordination and harmonization of their activities at all levels. This calls for regular information exchange and bilaterals and multilaterals, and other relevant organizations concerned with Basic Education, is also important for reaching the ultimate goal of Education For All.
__________

Education is a long process, and so, it turns out, is the process of converting the goals of the Jomtien World Conference into a improved quality basic education for all. It is unrealistic to expect or measure transformed educational systems or dramatically higher literacy or schooling rates so soon. The first steps have been encouraging, but they are only the first step. Most agencies have integrated the EFA priority quite well into their legislative and policy frameworks, thanks largely to the advocacy efforts of the principal Jomtien partners. The task ahead is to translate these into well designed and executed projects and programmes in te countries themselves. And here the task of advocacy continues to be important: agency policy makers change and new priorities arise, so the EFA priority focus must be sustained and intensified. More importantly, the EFA priority focus needs to be maintained, indeed in some cases needs to still be established, among country policy makers themselves, where change is even more rapid. And even after a shift in policy and after an increase in resources for EFA, patience and perseverance are required during the several years it will take to see programmes on the ground finally bearing fruit and basic education formal and non formal systems transforming a society to one where there is truly quality basic education for all. 
