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1 Introduction

The sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) has been adopted by a number of agencies and organisations during the 1990s as an integrative framework for thinking about development issues, and in particular for addressing poverty. 

The framework links the concepts of capability, equity and sustainability, each concept being seen as both a good in itself and an end (Chambers and Conway, 1992). The concepts are employed in both a social and environmental context, thus, for example, sustainability is seen as encompassing such elements as the overexploitation of non-renewable resources and socio-economic resilience to external shocks.

The most generally quoted definition of livelihoods is that given by Chambers and Conway:

a livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means of living:  a livelihood is sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next generation: and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the local and global levels and  in the short and long term.

The ultimate objective of projects, programmes and policy is thence the promotion of sustainable livelihoods, particularly for the poorest and most vulnerable in society. The SLA is very people-focused: the basic measure of success for projects and policies is the extent to which they have enabled individuals, households and communities to strengthen sustainable livelihoods for themselves. 

It can be argued that the SLA has evolved from thinking about poverty as a problem of lack of income, through the basic needs approach, then an emphasis on food security and vulnerability, and finally more recently an approach to poverty programmes which focuses on the provision of health and education services by government. A sustainable livelihoods approach is likely to encompass elements of all these aspects, but focuses on capacities rather than needs, assets and strengths rather than weaknesses and constraints. 

The precise frameworks and tools used by different agencies vary (see Carney et al., 1999). However, they all share the same basic concept of sustainable livelihoods, and use a framework that contains the following elements:

· an analysis of the causes of vulnerability – shocks and stresses in the economic, social and political context, trends, seasonality, fragility of natural resources, etc.

· an analysis of assets, at the individual, household and community level, comprising human, social, economic, physical and natural resource assets.

· the context within which livelihoods evolve – policies at both micro and macro levels; civic, economic and cultural institutions, both formal and informal; the nature of governance and its processes at all levels in society.

· livelihood strategies, including, but not restricted to, consumption, production and exchange activities

· the resulting livelihood outcome, assessed multi-dimensionally in terms of food and other basic needs security, greater sustainability of the natural resource base, reduced vulnerability and increased income.

The different agencies have identified particular entry points for the SLA, which reflect both varying conceptual emphases and the agencies’ own strengths and opportunities. Much of the practical use of the SLA to date has been in terms of designing projects and programmes, a reflection of both the emphasis and approach of the agencies who have adopted the approach (NGOs and bilateral and multilateral agencies) and the complexity of understanding the full implications of such a holistic approach for the policy process. It is this latter issue – the implications of the SLA for the policy process that this paper seeks to address.

In the sense that policy can be seen as public sector/government decision-making about both public resource allocation and the set of public institutions (rules of the game) this clearly has an impact on all the elements identified above. Perhaps the most immediate impact is on the stock of assets, or access to those assets, many of which are either public goods, such as infrastructure, or the outcome of the provision of public goods, such as education. 

However, among the core principles of the SLA is that it is people-centred, responsive, participatory and dynamic. From this perspective the policy process is as important as its content, if not more so. The actual content of policy developed using the SLA will tend to be specific to the individual situation. Certain areas might be expected to be given more prominence from a SL perspective, such as health, education and credit policy. However, it is in the way that policy evolves, the nature of the organisations involved in the policy process, and the adaptability and responsiveness of policy to a changing environment, both physical and economic, that the essence of the SLA lies.  Consequently this paper will concentrate on policy process rather than content.

Given the limited experience of applying the SLA at the policy level, the paper will also concentrate on identifying the characteristics of the policy process, which are consistent with and supportive of the SLA. Although overall the practical experience of using the SLA at the policy level is limited, many of the tendencies and approaches to development which have been pursued over the past decade or so share similar concerns to the SLF and have resulted in changes in institutions and organisations which are supportive of and consistent with a SLA. Where possible and relevant, examples of this are used in illustration
. 

Some of these issues or changes in paradigm have particular relevance to the SLA.

· the changing role of the state

· the increased focus on gender 

· the sector approach

· emphasis on governance 

· rights-based approaches

· decentralisation

There has been considerable debate over the impact of the changing role of the state on poverty and the access of the most vulnerable to services. In some countries the withdrawal of the state from provision of goods and services has restricted access of poorer households, particularly in more geographically remote areas, to reliable markets for both consumption goods and inputs for production. However, it also has to be acknowledged that in many countries public sector services privileged the rather better-off and those with good political connections at the expense of the most vulnerable. The SLF places more emphasis on supporting and enhancing capabilities, rather than simply meeting needs, as was the objective of old-style public sector provision. Although these two approaches are not exclusive, and clearly food security, for example, is an important livelihood outcome, the redefined role of the state gives the potential for a more enabling environment for livelihood adaptation and sustainability.

Gender has been an important issue for the last decade. Aid organisations in particular have tried to ensure that their programmes are gender-inclusive. An increasing number of countries have also introduced legislation to ensure the rights of women in inheritance, land-holding, political structures etc. From an SL perspective, improving women’s access and participation is an important, indeed integral part of the process of achieving sustainable livelihoods. Because analysis is often carried out at the household level, it can be difficult to ensure gender sensitivity, but empowerment and participation of both genders is a primary objective and important element of the SLF.

The sector approach is perhaps less obviously supportive of the SLA than other approaches to development. It has been promoted as a response to the perceived shortcomings of project-led assistance. However, it has been criticised as ignoring the essential cross-sectoral nature of livelihoods and inherently top-down and non-participative. (Akroyd and Duncan, 1998). Addressing cross-sectoral problems has often proved organisationally intractable in the past. The experience of food security policy and planning in many countries has been one of marginalisation to the main sectoral concerns of the major line ministries. A more appropriate way forward may be to acknowledge the strengths of the sector approach, in terms of a way of increasing the effectiveness of development aid and establishing realistic and efficient management and budgetary frameworks at the sectoral level, while exploring ways of making planning and policy processes more participatory and responsive. The recent Eritrean experience shows that participation can be integrated into an essentially sectoral process (see below). 

Good governance has increasingly become an important element in the aid relationship. The term is used to mean “the mechanisms, processes and institutions through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise their legal rights, meet their obligations and mediate their differences” (UNDP, 1998a). As such it is central to the objectives of ownership and empowerment which are critical to the SLF. The rules which determine the conduct of public affairs also determine the access of individuals, households and communities and the set of incentives which determine livelihood strategies. Whereas sustainable livelihoods may not be totally determinate on the existence of good governance, nonetheless where governance is predictable and robust, livelihoods become less vulnerable. 

Rights-based approaches have some overlap with good governance, though the emphasis here is on using the legal system rather than the political system to advance the position of disadvantaged groups in society. In practice, the establishment of rights within a legal framework is almost always the result of a political process. Many countries have signed up to declarations of rights within global conventions but these have not subsequently been adopted by national legislative bodies. Even if adopted, the incorporation of rights into national legislation will have little impact unless a country has a progressive judiciary and a legal system which gives access to a broad spectrum of the population. Nonetheless, the establishment of appropriate rights at a national level can be an important tool in the pursuit of sustainable livelihoods.

Decentralisation has been and is still being implemented in a number of African countries. The process of delegating both implementation and eventually budgeting and planning of line ministries to a regional and local level allows for much greater awareness and responsiveness to local conditions and, in theory at least, accountability to local populations. From a policy perspective this should introduce a much greater two-way flow of information. As yet experience is rather limited, but this trend should give rise to policy processes which are much more supportive of a SLA.

2 The implications of the SLA for policy

The heading of this section, the implications of the SLA for policy, can be interpreted at a number of different levels. The various interpretations of the SLA itself can be seen as on a spectrum with, at one end, a people-focussed integrative way of addressing poverty issues, and at the other a perception of a society as a dynamic and adaptive complex system which has to be analysed holistically (UNDP, 1998b).

Policy itself can be analysed conceptually at a number of different levels.  In its broadest sense, the term policy can be used to include projects, programmes, strategies, plans and their implementation, in fact every element of public or collective decision-making. Although it is a rather artificial simplification, policy can be divided into content and the process of policy formulation, in other words the way in which that content is arrived at. The way in which policy is implemented can change the effective content of policy, either because policy interactions have not been fully understood, or because the policy is subverted by those responsible for implementing it.

 The nature of policy analysis or advice on public decisions is another important aspect of policy.  For an external organisation, such as a multilateral or bilateral agency, or an international NGO, the most important issue may be how adopting an SLA affects the nature and context of the advice they give their partners at the national or district level. Does this affect the nature of their interaction with other stakeholders?

Figure 1 shows one example of how these different aspects of the policy process could be interconnected. The scenario shown here is where households have no direct impact on the policy process, but are simply a source of information for policy analysts and bureaucrats/ technicians. Policy affects them but they have little direct input in to the process. Where government is democratically elected, or policy makers are in other ways dependent on households or communities, then there may be linkages where they can have an impact on the policy process. This will be explored in more detail later in the paper.

Figure 1    An Example of the Policy Process
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Adapted from Sutton, 1999.

Adopting a SLA can change the content of the boxes in the figure. It may result in:

· better or at least different types of policy analysis

· different policy choices being made

· different methods of policy implementation

It may also change the type of information that is sought from the household or community level by policy analysts and bureaucrats/ civil servants, both in terms of developing policy choices and monitoring policy impact. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, adopting an SLA approach might lead to changes in the nature and direction of the linkages between the different agents in the policy process. Rather than being relatively passive providers of information, households would instead participate directly, or through civil society organisations, in the determination of policy. 

In other words, understanding the impact of policy on the capacity and opportunities to enhance and support sustainable livelihoods is an important element of analysing the SL framework. This can, in turn, lead to changes in policy content and implementation. However, the emphasis on participation and capacity building which arises from a SLA has implications for the policy formulation process, which should in turn have implications for policy content.

Policy content is potentially a vast topic. The content of policy which is supportive of SL will be very specific to given situations and countries, and even districts within countries.  Given the diversity of livelihoods within any one country, specific policies are likely to be more supportive of some livelihood strategies than others. They may well have negative effects on some groups. Even where a major policy objective is reduction of poverty and improved livelihoods, there may be the need to make policy choices which are conflictual, favouring some livelihoods at the expense of others. This highlights the importance of the processes by which these decisions and choices are made, and the influence which different sections of the community can bring to bear on the policy process. 

The role of multilateral and bilateral agencies and international NGOs in the policy process varies according to the level at which policy is being formulated. In many cases, these organisations are stakeholders primarily in respect of providing funds and assistance to projects and programmes whose outcome is dependent on the policy environment. 

Direct support to the process of policy formulation has tended to take one of a number of forms:

· provision of technical assistance in the form of ex-patriate policy analysts and advisors to national governments; 

· capacity building and training for national advisors and civil service officers;

· policy analysis to assist the donor community to provide more effective and focussed projects and programmes, or more appropriate budgetary support to national governments; and

· funding and training to assist non-governmental partners in playing a more effective part in  the policy process.

Adoption of the SLA has implications for all these aspects, primarily in terms of the skills and orientation of policy advisors and analysts engaged to assist national governments, and the donor community, the nature of capacity-building supported and the specific areas where technical assistance and analysis is provided. The SLA should provide a broader, more cross-sectoral perspective on policy issues.  More fundamentally it also implies a greater emphasis on providing assistance to national governments in achieving a broader input into the policy process, increasing responsiveness and building capacity in civil society to play an active role in the policy process.  

It is easy to fall into the trap of considering policy as only being formed at the national level. In fact, policy is formed and implemented at a number of different levels, both nationally and internationally. 

Internationally, organisations such as the WTO are important actors in determining conventions and institutions that affect the interaction of nations, through trade, and through the rights and regulations which they accept and incorporate in their national policies. These international – national linkages can be as important as micro-macro linkages in supporting and promoting sustainable livelihoods. These international fora are usually more multisectoral in nature than national policy forum, and therefore, in one sense, lend themselves to the incorporation of an SL agenda. However, the countries represented at these fora have internal diversity in interest. There is a need, in both North and South, for an improved analysis of the implications of an SL agenda. Civil society organisations in the developed and developing world have an important role to play in lobbying at both national and international level to have SL concerns placed on the public agenda.

The policy focus is usually at the national level, where most decisions on legislation, regulation and resource allocation and public spending are made. This is gradually changing in many countries as greater levels of decentralisation are being introduced. One of the most important challenges to be faced when trying to incorporate a SLA into the policy process is developing effective channels of communication between poor households, particularly in rural areas, and the central policy network. In part this may be a question of commitment, but even where commitment exists, the challenges for the policy maker in responding to the complexity of livelihoods in a country is immense. This challenge is somewhat less at the sub-national and district level. The degree of homogeneity in livelihoods may be greater, and the geographical distance between policy-maker and communities may be reduced, but many of the key issues are the same.

Sectoral policy presents a different type of challenge to the SL analyst. The SLF is, by its nature, intersectoral. Individuals and households adopt livelihood strategies from the whole range of possibilities open to them, and do not restrict themselves to an individual sector. Yet sectoral policies and investment programmes focus on the activities of a number of restricted line ministries. This has often achieved improved sectoral management, but sometimes at the cost of a narrowly focussed set of policy objectives. Where the policy context is predominately sectoral it can be difficult to achieve “joined-up” policy. In addition, line ministries often have much closer links with quite restrictively defined civil society organisations, e.g. Ministries of Agriculture with farmers’ unions. None of these facets of sectoral policy is inevitable, but it can mean that adopting an SL agenda, or policy objectives places additional demands on a limited technical capacity at ministry level.

The rest of this paper explores the implications of the SLA for development policy in more detail. It then examines what characteristics of the policy process might be consistent with and supportive of a sustainable livelihoods agenda. The types of organisations that could play an active role in influencing policy are discussed, along with ways in which external agencies could build their capacity to undertake that role. Finally, the implications of the SLF for public expenditure management are explored.

It could be argued that the approach taken in this paper is somewhat reductionist. Certainly it starts from the perspective that change in the policy process is likely to be gradual, and will require both improved understanding by analysts and policymakers of the heterogeneity of livelihoods and increased participation in the policy process by communities and civil society organisations. This is most likely to come about through better understanding of existing policy processes, and where improved capacity can have most impact. At the same time, a number of countries, particularly in Africa, have improved their public sector management through the application of instruments for planning and economic management which are not necessarily conducive to the SLA as presently used. The view taken here is that stable economic management combined with good public sector practices is an important component of an enabling environment. Ways must be explored to make the two compatible and mutually supporting. 

Some would argue that a more radical approach is needed (UNDP, 1998b). The development of sustainable livelihood systems is a complex policy issue because of the heterogeneity of livelihoods, and because they evolve in a context of unpredictable change. Rather than simply adapt existing methods of policy analysis, which tend to be sequential and cumulative, a truly holistic approach would require the evolution of a complex adaptive management system. Such systems are beginning to be adopted in a few private sector organisations in the USA, but there is little experience as yet in the public sector
.

3 Development policy

Although, as pointed out earlier, developing appropriate policy to support and enhance sustainable livelihoods is very specific to a given situation, some general desirable characteristics of a development policy can be identified. There are also very specific challenges and issues that a SL-friendly development policy has to address.

· Policy objectives 

Good policy, in whatever area or sector, has clearly identified objectives. In a SL context these should be stated in terms of improving access to assets and reducing vulnerability. These need not be the only objectives of supportive development policy. Economic growth, environmental sustainability and macroeconomic stability are only a few of other possible additional objectives for a development policy. These could be different elements of an overall development “vision”. However, that vision must be coherent and consistent, and, from an SL perspective, place SL objectives in the forefront. For the policy to have substance, the objectives must also be concrete, and translatable into targets. As will be discussed in more depth later, this raises the challenging issue of indicators of vulnerability, and how success in reaching these targets can be measured. 

· Policy co-ordination
Sustainable livelihoods do not divide easily into neat sectoral pigeonholes. For any individual household their livelihood strategies will usually be multi-sectoral and interdependent. Yet currently most policy formulation, and implementation is undertaken on a sectoral basis. Co-ordination and prioritisation is the responsibility of planning or finance ministries. Where there is a well-constructed multi-sectoral policy or plan, centred on SL or anti-poverty objectives, then effective use of public expenditure techniques can provide an appropriate mechanism for achieving a co-ordinated policy approach (see below). As long as implementation is along sectoral lines, however, this requires a careful exploration of the implications of the overall integrated policy for individual sectors. 

Decentralisation may allow for better co-ordination in policy implementation, and even in policy development, but much depends on the degree of autonomy and financial devolution given to the regional and district authorities. 

Where policy itself is developed on a sectoral basis, this places a heavy burden on the co-ordination process if a coherent approach to sustainable livelihoods is to be achieved. A review of the history of developing co-ordinated policy for food security shows the difficulties in integrating, for example, agriculture and health policy. The sectors which have to be co-ordinated for a SLA are potentially much more numerous. In particular note should be taken of the challenge in integrating a sustainable environmental policy with an anti-poverty approach. This was an important element in the genesis of the SLA, and though an important aspect of individual projects, has perhaps been sidelined in some of the more recent conceptual discussion.

· Coherent approach to international policy, commitments and targets

Co-ordinated domestic policy has to be reinforced by the commitments and policies to which both North and South governments. This is important not only in order to have domestic and international policies pulling in the same direction, but also because in many important areas, such as trade policy, debt relief and conservation, SL-friendly domestic policy requires supportive international agreements.

· Role of the state

An enabling policy framework must be clear and transparent about the role the state expects to play in enhancing sustainable livelihoods. What does the state regard as its obligations in, for example, service delivery. What kinds of safety net, if any, does it plan to provide and under what circumstances? What changes are planned in the legal framework that may change individual rights to property, land, access to the legal system? What role is envisaged for the private sector and what regulation will be put in place? It is important that the state is guided by a clear anti-poverty strategy, but it is also important that the functions of the state are clearly set out. Livelihoods are often negatively affected by unpredictable state action. Both the rationale for state intervention and provision of services must be clear, and implementation must be in accordance with an overall anti-poverty strategy.

· Realistic targets
The setting of realistic targets – realistic both from the point of view of available public resources and also in terms of technical and administrative capacity to deliver – is an important step in moving from a commitment on paper to an active and operational policy. The challenge here, particularly for health and education services, is within given resources, to balance quality of service with an improvement in access. This is not unique to the SLA, but this approach places particular emphasis on improving access to assets, markets and services. One way forward may be to rely on greater prioritisation of services within the community itself.  This would then have to be fed back upstream into district and regional plans for the relevant ministries. 

There may be areas where the trade-off between maintaining quality of services and improving access is very limited, perhaps because the cost of maintaining access to a given quality of an asset, service or market is small. It would be useful to identify these situations, where they exist. 

· Policy monitoring
Monitoring of policy implementation is closely linked to the setting of realistic and practical targets for policy. These targets can then be translated into measurable indicators. The area of appropriate indicators for monitoring the success of sustainable livelihoods approaches is both important and complex, and deserves more discussion than can be developed in this paper. However, certain elements can be extracted from experience so far, in particular at the micro level. (Ashley and Carney,1999). Non-income aspects of livelihoods, such as improved access and reduced vulnerability, are difficult to measure, but are often a better indicator of achievement than, for example, monetary income measures. At project level, it is important to negotiate indicators with the relevant stakeholders and the poor. Some variant on this could be developed for monitoring policy progress and impact. To the extent that policy can be made more participatory in its formulation, the identification of relevant indicators, which are recognised as measures of achievement, could be part of the overall policy process. The very major challenge of identifying, at national or subnational level, indicators which capture important elements of livelihoods, which are extremely diverse, is unlikely to be met completely, but it may be possible to improve on the rather aggregate measures of income often used to measure changes in poverty.

4 The policy process

4.1 Existing policy processes – a caricature

Different disciplines simplify and caricature the policy process in diverse ways (Sutton, 1999). Economists, as the author is by training, often adopt simplifications which are technocratic and also linear in nature. A policy issue arises, and is put on the agenda either because of pressure from agents external to government, such as aid donors, or domestic lobby groups, or because it arises from the government’s own political agenda, which maybe expressed in some form of manifesto, or from internal debate.

Once an issue is on government’s agenda, there is a process of policy analysis, where possible technical solutions to the problem are explored. Possible solutions will arise from a bounded set, bounded by perceptions of what is politically acceptable, and often by reluctance to undertake radical change. A policy is agreed on, with or without a process of consultation with stakeholders, and then implemented. Unless there is clear evidence of the policy being dysfunctional, for example through vociferous public demonstration, then the issue will be regarded as resolved. 

This is clearly a very simplified model (similar to that illustrated in Figure 1), elements of which are reasonable representations of reality in some countries, but is unlikely to describe any individual country’s processes accurately and may, in some cases be actively misleading. However, it does have two important characteristics that are representative of many countries: it portrays the policy process as being essentially top down; and communities have a very limited formal role in the policy process. 

A SL-friendly policy process would indicate a much more active role for communities. Policy should reflect their own perceptions of their opportunities, and livelihood strategies, rather than relying almost entirely on those of rather remote policy-makers. Communities should play a part in setting priorities. The policy process should emphasise feedback loops rather than linear structures.

This may seem a rather utopian approach, compared to those currently found in many countries, where communities play virtually no role at all in the policy process. Up until recently, good practice was where policy analysts took account of the findings of PRA exercises when developing their approaches to poverty reduction. This situation is gradually changing. In Uganda, for example, the Uganda Participatory Poverty Assessment Project has been an important input into the National Poverty Eradication Action Plan. In Namibia, both the Agricultural Policy and the National Drought Policy were extensively discussed in a series of regional workshops with stakeholder organisations, before being finalised and presented to Parliament. In the rest of this section, possible forms that a more participatory policy process could take are explored.

4.2 A more participatory policy process

In the North, there is a common perception (except amongst political scientists!) that democratic process, whereby governments are elected at regular intervals, goes some way to ensuring public accountability and responsiveness, which are among the important elements of good governance. However, it is quite possible to separate off the two concepts. Closer examination would indicate that most electoral processes give citizens very little opportunity to have a direct impact on policy, hence the importance of lobbying organisations, single issue NGOs and other forms of civil society organisations. 

Formal planning processes

Some countries in the South have introduced and funded direct participation in the formal planning process.  This has taken different forms. In Uganda, the Plan for Modernisation of Agriculture (PMA), which is currently in draft form, starts the process of prioritisation from the areas of action for increasing agricultural production identified by the Uganda Participatory Poverty Assessment Project. These are incorporated, along with the priorities identified in a 1998 Consultative Group statement, the outcome of extensive stakeholder consultation. Poor people themselves identified increased consultation of the people, especially women, as imperative for poverty reduction, and the PMA envisages a participatory element in its implementation, for example in the development of appropriate indicators for monitoring that are location, group and farming-system specific. Uganda is clearly taking on board many of the issues arising from a SLA, though still operating in a basically sectoral framework, while trying to ensure coherence amongst the different policy areas. The process is at an early stage, and should be monitored as one possible way forward to creating a SL-friendly policy context.

The use of participatory poverty assessments as a means to provide a channel of influence for the poor is being used in a number of countries. Box 1 discusses the objectives of the ongoing PPA in Pakistan.

Box 1
The Pakistan Participatory Poverty Assessment

The Pakistan PPA aims to strengthen awareness of poverty through undertaking in-depth field studies which use a variety of qualitative methods.  This approach focuses on the views and experiences of the poor themselves, and thereby generates a richer understanding of poverty issues.  The output of these investigations is not a report, but a process of change.  More than a study, a PPA is a way of bringing the voice of the poor into public debates about poverty, so as to promote dialogue and reflection about policy and action.  Better understanding is a means to an end: that of more effective action to strengthen livelihoods, involving a wide range of actors.  In fact, the purpose of the Pakistan PPA has been specified as “to give voice to the poor in the planning and implementation of policies and programmes to reduce poverty in Pakistan.” 

However, use of a PPA is not the only way to give the people a voice in the planning process. Eritrea has adopted an approach to developing its current five-year plan for agriculture that is based on a series of workshops. This started at the subZhobal level, where representatives of the various kebabis, or village groupings, met to develop profiles of the agricultural sector at subZhobal level. These were then discussed at workshops at the Zhobal, or regional level. and the resulting Zhobal profiles were developed centrally into the five-year plan. This obviously begs the question of the nature of the kebabi level committees who represented their communities at the workshops, and the extent to which they represented the positions of women and marginalised groups, a problem which exists with all participatory approaches which work through existing power structures.

Any participative process that culminates in a national policy or plan is going to face issues of aggregation. The essence of the livelihoods approach is an acknowledgement of diversity, which sits uneasily within a conventional five-year plan. Ultimately the aggregation is carried out by policy analysts and civil servants, who often end up implicitly making decisions on areas of potential conflict over priorities and access. One possible way forward is to incorporate a process of ratification of plans and policies. This however can build in a very time-consuming set of processes of participation in initial policy formulation and then ratification. Another possibility is for policy and plans to place more emphasis on the implementation process and incorporate aspects of participative feedback, in monitoring and assessment.

Civil society organisations

In practice, most citizens who influence policy, whether in North or South, do it by working through some collective action or civil society organisation. These can be based on activity or profession, such as unions, on promotion of an issue or collection of issues, such as local and national NGOS (and, in the international arena, international NGOs) or location-based committees and organisations. They can represent their members’ interests in a number of ways, including lobbying, representation on public bodies, and participation in consultative processes. 

In many developing countries, lobbying can be seen as a difficult and risky activity. It requires resources, and specific skills, plus confidence in the robustness of the position the organisation is taking. Box 2 explores some of the issues Oxfam (GB) identified when reviewing the success of their support to local partners in Kenya.

Box 2. Capacity Building with Civil Society Partners for Influencing Policy

The capacity of civil society organisations to participate in the policy process is a factor in the extent to which that process reflects and supports an increase in livelihood opportunities for the poor and marginalised. 

Oxfam in Kenya, in a review of their support to local partners in the area of conservation, or low external input sustainable agriculture, noted the lack of any impact of these activities on the policy process (Oxfam, 1997). Although there had been some success at the project level, this was not being reported in a wider context, to inform policy-makers. The national research institute, KARI, regards NGOs as potentially influential in changing the research agenda, but Oxfam’s local partners, who were generally quite small and locally based, were not exploiting this outlet. At the time of the review, they had little if any experience of lobbying, or in other ways trying to influence policy issues. Oxfam felt that one constraint to this was that their partners had insufficient documentation and monitoring of their project experience to present it effectively on a broader stage. The review recommended that Oxfam (GB)-Kenya should build capacity of partners to engage in policy debate, both with research institutions and with ministry officials. In conjunction with their local partners Oxfam should improve contacts with media and then use these to develop campaigns on “organic” farming. 

A review of project impact carried out two years later concluded that little progress had been made so far on this issue (Oxfam, 1999). One factor may have been a gap in knowledge, interests and perspectives between staff of local NGOs and Oxfam staff. The immediate policy issues under consideration also require being able to link national policy and international markets, and would therefore require collaboration between national and international partners.

Civil society organisations also need access to policy-makers to put their points across. Unions often have easier access to ministries and politicians than issue-based organisations. In the agricultural sector, however, this access can be biased in favour of large-scale farmers, whose unions tend to be better funded and who often can employ highly skilled professional to make their case for them.

Another way that civil society organisations can gain access to the policy process is by being represented on public bodies. Box 3 examines the experience in Ghana of including farmer organisations in the research process.

Box 3.  Stakeholder Participation in Setting Research Priorities.

In Ghana, Research-Extension Linkage Committees (RELCs) have been formed for each of the country’s five agro-ecological zones.  These RELCs jointly determine research and extension priorities and plan and promote joint training sessions, field visits, workshops, field days and on-farm trials.  Farmers and NGOs are supposed to participate in these sessions, with the objective of generating greater collaboration and communication between researchers, extension workers and farmers.  The RELCs also aim to make research, development and transfer of technologies more responsive to the needs of the farmer, and make extensive use of PRA methods to identify key issues on the ground.

In practice, RELCs have had a limited impact.  Farmers have not been properly represented, and, as a result, a recent CORAF report suggests that farmers’ issues have not accurately been presented to the committees.   The committees themselves have been dominated by crop-based research and extension staff.  Women farmers and processors, in particular, have been unable to influence RELCs.  The difficulties faced by RELCs in Ghana have, in part, been attributed to a weakness of farmer-based organisations (FBOs).  Whilst some strong FBOs exist in Ghana, they are the exception.  Without strong and representative FBOs, agricultural producers seem destined to continue to be under-represented in structures such as RELCs.  

The scope for this kind of activity varies considerably from country to country. In many countries, quangos, for example in the education sector, or in research, are run by nominated boards of trustees, or have advisory bodies where civil society representation could be effectively included. This could provide a potential link between the grassroots and the policy process.

Less formally, civil society organisations can be included in consultative processes and networks. In Namibia, for example, the Division of Rural Development in the Ministry of Agriculture, Water and Rural Development, has a rural development committee which includes members of NGOs, international agencies and civil servants, who meet on a regular basis to discuss policy and programme issues.

In Rwanda, UNDP has assisted in the establishment of a number of thematic consultation groups, which are chaired by government officials but include representation from NGOs, international and bilateral agencies. So far, some of these groups do little more than share information and identify possibilities for collaboration. Others have had a significant input into strategy development. 

The hope has been expressed that decentralisation will bring public resource decision-making closer to the people. As yet there is not much evidence that this is happening, but in many countries this process is at a fairly early stage. Much depends on the degree of autonomy granted to decentralised authorities, and on the devolution of budgetary control, commensurate with responsibility.

Although in principle, the greater involvement of civil society organisations should open up access to the policy process for citizens, there are a number of important pre-conditions. Firstly, these organisations must themselves be open and accessible to the grassroots, and in particular the poor and marginalised. The organisations themselves must also feel that there are incentives to engage in policy debate, given their constrained resources and manpower. There must be a perception of potential benefit and relevance to their organisational aims. 

4.3 SL supportive organisations

The policy process can be seen as the interaction of a number of different types of organisations and institutions, public and private sector, and civil society, including both formal and informal institutions. Except in very localised situations, individuals are unlikely to have much influence on policy, but have to work through some form of organised or collective action. In a policy process that is supportive of sustainable livelihoods, organisations will tend to have certain types of attribute and structures. 

It is difficult to imagine the SLA having much influence on government organisations, whether centralised policy units or more decentralised implementation offices unless they have the following characteristics:

· legitimate, i.e. their behaviour is seen as in line with the generally accepted bounds dictated by representative government

· competent, able to perform their duties and functions with acceptable levels of efficiency and efficacy

· accountable, responsible to both the government structure and the public for their actions 

· accessible to private sector and civil society stakeholders

· responsive to the situation of vulnerable groups in particular, and those sections of society less capable of lobbying on their own behalf.

Most of these have been elements of the numerous civil service reform programmes that have been undertaken in a number of countries over the last decade. These have focussed on improving competence and accountability through a process of organisational restructuring and revision of salary scales, among other factors. Improving accessibility and responsiveness has, in general, not been given as strong an emphasis as improving efficiency. A more efficient public sector is an important element of improved economic management and indirectly a more supportive set of structures for sustainable livelihoods. However, responsiveness and accountability to the public should also feature in an SL approach to policy processes.

The private sector has an important role to play in increasing opportunities for livelihoods. Here competitiveness and efficiency are key attributes. Monopolistic and oligopolistic structures can reduce access to markets for individuals and emerging small-scale enterprises. Therefore there is need for a regulatory presence by the state to ensure competitive behaviour and maintenance of low barriers to market entry. This also has implications for the operation of domestic financial markets and the availability of and access to financial capital. 

In general it is difficult to establish appropriate incentive structures which encourage the private sector to be responsive to vulnerable groups who may have little or no economic power in the market place. This is particularly the case where the taxation base may be limited, thereby reducing the possibility of using tax incentives to guide private sector behaviour. This places a larger burden on regulatory systems. Access to a well-functioning legal system can be another important tool in curbing private sector excesses, as can a well-defined set of property rights and trade regulations. Where the private sector is the preferred channel of delivery of publicly funded services, this should be controlled by a clearly defined and enforceable contract, which is properly monitored, to ensure that access to these services is equitable, and that quality is of the appropriate level.

Civil society organisations (CSOs), as indicated above, potentially have an important representational role to play. This may not be particularly high in the CSO’s priorities, often because the returns to representing their members in wider networks may be seen, quite legitimately has having lower returns than more immediate activities. Access to resources can be a problem for all CSOs, as can technical and political capacity. Where these organisations are activity based, such as peasant farmer unions, or geographically based, as opposed to national NGOs, this can be particularly acute. At the same time, collective organisation is a necessary pre-requisite for any particular section of the community to have any influence on policy processes.  There is a very real need for capacity building within CSOs, so that they can analyse at what level, how and over what issues they can effectively lobby or otherwise represent their members’ interests in policy fora. 

Another source of representation in the policy process, and indeed a locus of policy-making, are the traditional authorities in a country. The nature and importance of these authorities varies considerably, but the general principles hold; the opportunities for sustainable livelihoods for the poor will be enhanced insofar as traditional authorities are seen as legitimate, competent and accountable.

The discussion above has centred on organisations rather than institutions (the rules and regulations, both formal and informal, which determine the context within which organisations operate and the activities which they can legitimately undertake). Formal institutions are, to a large extent, the outcome of the policy process, and therefore will reflect the nature and interaction of the various organisations involved in policy-making. Informal institutions are more difficult to modify or address through the policy process, though they are often of critical importance in their impact on livelihood opportunities. In the last few decades there have been attempts to modify informal institutions through the legal process, most notably over issues such as succession to land and women and children’s rights. The process of modifying informal institutions in this way can be slow, and often extremely conflictual. Its success in practice often depends on access to the legal system, supportive CSOs and resources. However, the ability to address restrictive informal institutions is an important element in achieving a policy context that is supportive of livelihoods for marginalised sections of the community.

5 Public expenditure management

The discussion so far has centred on the broad policy process. However, an important part of the livelihoods agenda is to arrive at improved processes of public sector management which link elements of policy, institutions and public sector spending. This would combine responsiveness to locally articulated priorities with best practice in policy development and public finance. 

5.1 Public expenditure management as a tool to improve the policy process

The achievement of policy objectives is dependent on well-developed strategies. An important part of those strategies is effective management of scarce public resources.   There is a growing consensus that improving the public expenditure management  (PEM) system by focussing on its composition and effectiveness can increase the effectiveness of both government finances and donor assistance in an integrated fashion. 

The systems of PEM which have been introduced in many countries around the world have four basic elements (Lawson, 1999):

· strategic planning which to define policy priorities, given forecasted resource availability consistent with macroeconomic and fiscal targets. This involves prioritisation between sectors in accordance with overall policy objectives. 

· budget formulation within agreed financial limits, reflecting intersectoral priorities. This will be assisted by the development of appropriate indicators to achieve objectives.

· budget execution, subject to accounting, with emphasis on operational efficiency in service delivery, and the monitoring of delivery against expenditure.

· a process of audit, either by the legislature, or preferably by an external agent, as part of the review process. This is also an important element of establishing accountability, both to the legislature and to citizens.

In order to achieve these elements, the PEM system must be transparent, predictable accountable and comprehensive. 

One particular framework that has been adopted in a number of countries as a basis for improved PEM is the Medium Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF). This is a top down process of determine resource availability and allocating these resources between sectors, and a bottom up process of estimating the actual requirements of implementing policies in each sector (Oxford Policy Management, 1999). Figure 2 illustrates this. 

Figure Two  The MTEF Process

Source: OPM, 1999.

Thus there is a two-way process between the centre and line ministries, and possibly to decentralised regional authorities, which can allow for more effective costing and greater autonomy and devolution of responsibilities, while maintaining overall tight control of spending priorities from the centre. The successful implementation of a MTEF is dependent on the existence of a disciplined, transparent political process of choice between public priorities. In other words, it is not a substitute for an effective policy process, but a tool for translating a coherent, well-designed policy into service delivery.

The two key concepts in this are transparency and accountability. For transparency, both the macro-economic framework and the specific targets used must be published, in a form that is accessible to the public and comprehensible, at least in general terms. The same is true for the comprehensive budget. A free media can make an important contribution to maintaining transparency and interpreting budgetary processes and outcomes for the public. Transparency is a pre-condition for accountability, which in itself is multi-layered. The executive should be accountable to both the government and to the public for effective use of financial resources in the achievement of agreed goals. The government also should be accountable to the public for the specific objectives, priorities and targets chosen. This in turn requires effective monitoring and ex post evaluation of outcome. 

5.2 Linking sustainable livelihoods to PEM

In a broad sense, insofar as better PEM results in increased macro-economic stability and more effective use of public resources, then it is supportive of the SLA. A more predictable and open economic environment increases the possibilities open for livelihood enhancement. 

Certain aspects of PEM and the use of the MTEF have clear affinities with the SLA. 

· the cross-sectoral nature. PEM starts from clearly identified cross-sectoral policy priorities. Depending on the country, this may, as in Uganda, be developed with a strong poverty focus. The exercise of developing a MTEF requires concrete decisions to be made, for example about the perceived importance of health and education expenditure relative to agricultural research. It also involves monitoring and evaluation of line ministry performance in achieving overall policy objectives. 

· emphasis on transparency and accountability. This in principle should make the policy process, and in particular policy implementation, more accessible and therefore increase the possibilities for lobbying and participation. 

· financial sustainability. Financial sustainability is an important element of sustainability on the services provided from public resources. This in turn contributes to the sustainability of livelihoods.

There are also a number of entry points where linkages between SL and PEM can be incorporated. 

· the setting and prioritisation of policy objectives can and should arise out of an understanding of the importance of macro- and sectoral–level policies to the livelihood options of local communities. 

· the process of prioritisation of expenditure needs within particular sectors should be informed by an understanding of the impact on local level livelihoods. 

· where relevant the targets determined for assessing performance should reflect the realities and priorities of the recipient communities. 

· although the MTEF involves a tight control of expenditure targets, these targets can and should be set in such as way as to allow support for local based initiatives.

From the perspective of donors committed to a SL approach to reducing poverty, the MTEF clarifies the position of where donor assistance fits into the overall policy framework and the relative importance of domestic and external funding. The PEM process also gives a framework for better integration of Government and donor efforts to improve the efficacy of public sector approaches to poverty reduction.

It is also a management process that allows for the introduction of participation into a number of elements. The diagram given earlier identifies a bottom up process from sectoral or line ministries to the finance ministry, but this could be extended to include decentralised authorities. The targets identified for the budgetary process could be verified in a participatory fashion.  Performance reviews, in particular of ministries providing services, could and should involve stakeholder participation, as well as a more formal accounting process.

In summary, it is not just the content of policy and the process of policy formulation that should be addressed by the SLA. It is also the practice of policy implementation. This is an area that has been addressed both in terms of organisational reform and financial management. There are opportunities to introduce SL concerns into the latter, and while it is unlikely that the impetus for PEM will arise from the adoption of an SLA, it can certainly be focussed in such a way as to forward SL objectives.

6 The way forward?

An SL approach to poverty reduction can change our perspective at the policy level in a number of different ways.

1. At a very fundamental level, an SL analysis may improve analysts’ understanding of how existing policy, and the resulting institutions and structures, affect the livelihood possibilities of the poor. In particular, analysis of experience at the micro-level may help identify important micro-macro linkages. 

2. SL analysis can provide a common framework and language for analysts and policy makers from different sectors (Ashley and Carney, 1999). In some ways, it could be argued that the development of SL analysis is analogous to Sen’s development of the entitlement approach in food security. It could be argued that good analysts took all the important elements into account anyway. However, the presentation of these in a generally recognised analytical framework broadened out discussion and analysis on the issue in an extremely productive manner. Similarly the adoption of SL terminology may improve communications and broaden out the agenda for poverty reduction. 

3. The more an SLA underlies the collection of data on poverty, both case study data and survey data, the better the quality of information flowing up to the policy makers. The better policy makers understand the diversity and complexity of livelihood opportunities facing the poor, the more likely that policy choices will improve. 

4. If the implications of the SLA are carried to their logical outcome, then the focus should be, not just on policy analysis and policy choice, but on the policy process. Governments have to commit themselves to opening up the policy process at all levels to participation by all stakeholders, and in particular, community-based organisations and representative national NGOs. There are a variety of ways in which participation could be introduced. Policy and plans can be built from the grassroots up, in some areas policy making can be decentralised, and civil society organisations can be represented on executive and advisory bodies.

5. Policy implementation should also be opened up to participation by stakeholders. For example, when establishing a MTEF to public finance management, participation can be built in at the level of setting targets and monitoring performance. 

6. Civil society organisations should also be encouraged and assisted to develop appropriate capacity and skills to undertake effective lobbying to force relevant issues onto the policy agenda. 

The fundamental question, for both governments and donors is, does an SLA make it easier or more effective to address the issue of poverty reduction, or does it simply provide a different slant on an intractable problem? And if it does provide a practical approach to improving poverty reduction policy, in which of the areas outlined above will government and/or donors get the greatest return for focussing their efforts? Or is the policy process so interlinked that resources should be spread over all? 

At present there is insufficient experience to answer any of these questions. The answers may well be different for different countries. Certain approaches may simply not be feasible in given political contexts. It will also depend on the timeframe being considered.  Personally, however, I think that the best possibility for achieving a sustainable improvement in livelihoods policy is to focus on increasing civil society and stakeholder participation in the policy process. 

This raises another set of issues about the present capacity and resources available to appropriate organisations to engage actively in the policy process.  Do the poor and marginalised have to have a certain level of assets, in particular physical and financial assets, before they will spend time and effort to influence policy? Equally, if they do not engage directly, will there be any sustainable improvement in policy outcome leading to an increase in assets for the poor?

If the rationale for increased emphasis on stakeholder participation in policy is accepted, this has implications for the focus of external assistance. More effort should be put into improving capacity and access for grassroots and community-based organisations, as well as smallscale unions. Such organisations should be encouraged and assisted to carry out their own analysis of livelihood opportunities and then use the results as a basis for influencing policy, through representation and lobbying.

 Finally, one of the problems in writing this paper was accessing documentation on recent efforts to increase participation in the policy process. Missions report on policy papers and policy analysis, but process usually has to wait for a number of years until the publication of studies by academic political scientists. If our understanding is to improve of what works and what doesn’t work in encouraging participation, then more effort has to go into documenting process.
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