
Delivering the Good: Alternative Federal Budget 2015 111

International Development

Background

This year marks the 20th anniversary of the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. 

In September 1995, 189 governments and 

30,000 women activists met at the fourth 

UN-organized World Conference on Women 

to shape a blueprint for advancing gender 

equality and women’s rights everywhere. 

While there has been some progress for 

women and girls — in Canada and global-

ly — in terms of access to education and 

health care, women have seen unequal ad-

vances in other areas, including access to 

political leadership roles, economic oppor-

tunities and job security, and checking vio-

lence against women.1

World governments will meet twice this 

year to assess progress on the Beijing plat-

form and develop new goals for women’s 

empowerment: at the 59th UN Commission 

on the Status of Women in March, and again 

in September during the Global Leaders’ 

Commitment Forum on Gender Equality 

and Women’s Empowerment. These meet-

ings give Canada an opportunity to build on 

progress in the areas of maternal, newborn 

and child health, and child, early and forced 

marriage; to adopt a more holistic approach 

to protecting and promoting all women’s 

rights and freedoms, including sexual and 

reproductive health rights. In doing so, the 

federal government must avoid instrumen-

talist approaches that treat women as either 

child-bearers or as victims.

In Canada, the Alliance for Women’s 

Rights network is asking all federal parties 

to make women’s rights a 2015 election issue, 

for example by announcing commitments 

that will change women’s lives for the bet-

ter, both in Canada and overseas (see the 

AFB Gender Equality chapter).

This year will also see the adoption of 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

a successor global framework to the Millen-

nium Development Goals (MDGs), which 

were to be achieved by this year. Over the 

past 15 years, the MDGs have helped mobil-

ize public and political attention and sup-

port for initiatives on a range of issues re-

lated to extreme poverty, hunger, primary 

education, gender equality, maternal, new-

born and child health, HIV-AIDS, malaria 

and other diseases, and environmental sus-

tainability, among other areas.

MDG successes include increased school 

enrollment, lower child and maternal mor-

tality rates, substantial drops in the inci-

dence of malaria and tuberculosis, and 

fewer people living in extreme poverty. But 

the majority of developing countries have 

been severely challenged in meeting these 

and other development goals. This is com-

pounded by fuel, food, finance, and climate 

crises, which have increased in breadth and 

frequency of late, and which disproportion-
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ately affect those who are least able to re-

spond, be they in Canada or Cameroon.

Economic inequality — both within and 

between countries — is becoming an inter-

national priority ahead of the SDGs, with 

Oxfam recently noting that the 85 rich-

est individuals globally control as much 

wealth as the poorest half of the world.2 In 

Canada the wealthiest 86 individuals hold 

more wealth than the bottom 11.4 million 

Canadians combined.3 In a poll conducted 

in October 2014 by EKOS, 40% of Canadian 

respondents ranked development as the 

top foreign policy consideration (over dip-

lomacy and defence), and 57% identified 

growing inequality as a top-five election 

issue.4 The new and universally applicable 

SDGs will have target dates of 2030 when 

they are adopted at a UN summit in Sep-

tember, making them a key opportunity to 

put people and the planet first, for the gen-

eration to come.

Finally, 2015 is a critical year for action 

on climate change. Global leaders will meet 

in Paris this December for the 21st session 

of the Conference of Parties to discuss the 

United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC). There is hope they 

will agree on an ambitious climate deal for 

the post-2020 world, setting targets for re-

ducing carbon emissions, and committing 

to help finance climate change adaptation 

and mitigation in countries with fewer re-

sources at their disposal.

At this point, arguments that pit the cli-

mate against the economy are not only er-

roneous but also dangerous. The New Cli-

mate Economy, a recent project of the Global 

Commission on the Economy and Climate, 

demonstrates that we can strengthen eco-

nomic performance and tackle poverty 

while reducing carbon emissions and the 

risks associated with climate change.5 But 

growth must be inclusive and sustainable. 

At the UN Climate Summit in 2014, 400,000 

people from all walks of life, many Can-

adians among them, came together in the 

streets of New York to demand ambitious 

climate commitments from political leaders 

(see more in the AFB Environment chapter).

Current Issues

Global Aid Rises, Canadian 
Aid Collapses

In 2013, the Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development’s (OECD) De-

velopment Assistance Committee (DAC) 

noted a decline in global aid levels in real 

terms by 2% in 2011, and by a further 4% 

in 2012.6 These declines followed a 63% in-

crease in Official Development Assistance 

(ODA)7 spending between 2000 and 2010,8 

as donors responded to the MDGs, and “14 

years of real growth in aid since 1997.”9 In 

its report on ODA for 2013, the OECD re-

ported aid levels had bounced back to a 

historic high of US$134.8 billion. Unfortu-

nately, this amount likely declined in 2014 

as many donor countries cut aid commit-

ments as part of austerity budgets.10

Among OECD countries, Canada had 

the biggest monetary cut and second big-

gest proportional decline in aid funding in 

2013 — an 11.4% drop in real terms relative 

to 2012.11 In Budget 2012, the government 

announced that the International Assist-
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ance Envelope (IAE) — the budgetary basis 

of Canadian aid — would drop by more than 

$350 million, to about $4.6 billion, between 

2011–12 and 2014–15. However, analysis of 

aid allocations in 2012–13, and provisional 

numbers for 2013–14, suggest the IAE may 

have already dropped to about $4.4 billion, 

almost $300 million below the figure pro-

jected for that year.12 Furthermore, the same 

reports suggest that total Canadian aid allo-

cations have dropped by almost $640 mil-

lion since 2011–12.

Much of this decrease was due to under-

spending (by as much as $260 million in 

2012–13 and provisionally $430 million for 

2013–14, according to AFB estimates) at the 

Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and 

Development, and the former Canadian 

International Development Agency.13 Com-

pare this to Britain, which increased its aid 

budget by $4 billion between 2012 and 2013, 

and realized the UN target for aid of 0.7% of 

Gross National Income (GNI) in April 2014, 

despite fiscal austerity measures. Federal 

cuts worsened Canada’s aid performance, 

from a high of 0.34% of GNI in 2010–11 to 

0.26% of GNI in 2013–14. The last time Can-

ada’s ODA performance was that low was in 

2003–04 (0.23% of GNI), just as the govern-

ment began to increase its contributions by 

8% annually.

Investing in Gender Equality 
and Women’s Rights

Inequality, poverty, and climate change dis-

proportionately affect women. In countries 

around the world, women are relegated to the 

lowest paying jobs, often in precarious work-

ing conditions, and with much of their un-

paid labour unrecognized and undervalued. 

They represent 70% of the world’s poor. In-

vesting in the empowerment of women and 

girls is inherently a public good. It reduces 

inequality, and is essential for the growth 

and development of families, communities, 

and economies. Investing in women’s rights 

organizations boosts capabilities among 

women, enhancing women’s social, polit-

ical, and economic options, and promoting 

more just and equal societies.

While Canada has been historically a 

leader in gender equality, actively advo-

cating on women’s rights and supporting 

women’s rights organizations in developing 

countries, in recent years DFATD has spent 

only 1% to 2% of its budget on programs spe-

cifically designed to advance gender equal-

ity and women’s empowerment, well below 

the OECD average.14

Building on Climate 
Finance Commitments

Between 2010–11 and 2012–13, Canada con-

tributed its fair share ($1.2 billion, or 4%) to 

the US$30 billion international commitment 

to “fast-start” climate finance. However, the 

federal government fell short in a number of 

other areas.15 As of May 2014, 73% of all the 

money disbursed had yet to be committed 

at the project level.16 This money was dis-

proportionately geared towards loans (74%) 

instead of grants. For example, loans con-

stituted only 37% of both EU and U.S. fi-

nancing; Australia, Denmark, the Nether-

lands, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland 

only provided grants.
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Only 18% of Canada’s financing was 

used for adaptation, despite an agreement 

in Copenhagen in 2013 to balance alloca-

tions between adaptation and mitigation, 

which would help cut greenhouse gas emis-

sions. In relation to adaptation finance, 

Canada ranked last among 14 other major 

contributors, with five countries providing 

more than 50% of funding for this purpose: 

Italy (76%), Sweden (69%), Australia (67%), 

France (54%), and Denmark (50%).

Finally, only 29% of Canada’s funding 

went towards highly vulnerable countries, 

though this may be about to change. In Nov-

ember, the government finally pledged $300 

million to the Green Climate Fund, estab-

lished at the COP16 in 2010. Although this 

money represents less than Canada’s 4% 

share of the $10 billion total, the Green Cli-

mate Fund will invest 50% of its resources 

in adaptation, and half of that in the poor-

est and most vulnerable countries.

AFB Actions

In 2015 the Canadian government has the op-

portunity to provide leadership on a global 

framework for sustainable, inclusive, and 

equitable growth and development. To do 

so the AFB will:

• Accelerate Canada’s commitment to 

achieve unmet MDGs and the new SDGs. 

The AFB will follow the OECD proposal to 

peg development assistance at 0.31% of 

GNI (the average of all DAC donors’ per-

formance) until the government posts a 

budgetary surplus, at which point plans 

will be made to reach the target of 0.7% 

of GNI.17 This will entail increasing Can-

ada’s International Assistance Envelope 

(IAE) from $4.6 billion in 2014–15 to $5.9 

billion in 2015–16, $6.2 billion in 2016–

17, and $6.5 billion in 2017–18.18 Without 

this enhanced commitment, Canada’s 

IAE is expected to flat-line at $4.6 bil-

lion in each of the next three fiscal years.

• Target aid where it is most needed. In 

keeping with the criteria of the Offi-

cial Development Assistance Account-

ability Act and the recommendation of 

the OECD’s DAC, resources will be pri-

oritized for the poorest and most mar-

ginalized populations, in particular for 

sub-Saharan Africa, and in low-to-mid-

dle and low-income countries.

The AFB will also significantly increase 

the percentage of Canada’s international de-

velopment budget going toward advancing 

gender equality and women’s empowerment, 

increasing federal support for programs with 

these specific objectives, including in the 

context of humanitarian emergencies. Such 

programs would address violence against 

women and girls, provide budget support 

for social services that help lift women out 

of poverty, and allocate a specific funding 

envelope to support women’s leadership, 

autonomous women’s rights organizations, 

and women’s human rights defenders.

Finally, to provide long-term predictable 

climate financing — another Copenhagen 

commitment — the AFB will allocate $400 

million in new public financing in 2015–16, 

with more ambitious contributions for 2016–

20, to help meet the global public commit-

ment of $100 billion by 2020 (see the AFB En-
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vironment chapter for how this funding will 

be allocated). This will support a 50/50 bal-

ance of adaptation and mitigation activities 

in developing countries. The former will be 

grant-based, while loan activities will be set 

up through a revolving fund system, rather 

than requiring repayment to Canada. Com-

mitments through multilateral, bilateral, and 

other channels (e.g., civil society organiza-

tions) will advance these goals.

• Ensure aid quality from our investments. 

The AFB will develop a forward-looking 

agenda and action plan on effective de-

velopment co-operation that builds on 

commitments made at recent High-Level 

Fora on Aid Effectiveness (HLF), includ-

ing the April 2014 meeting in Mexico of 

the Global Partnership for Effective De-

velopment Co-operation. For example, 

the AFB will align bilateral aid spend-

ing with the priorities and development 

plans of developing countries, as well as 

make Canada’s spending more predict-

able and transparent.

Ahead of the new SDGs, the AFB will an-

nounce a framework to ensure that broader 

Canadian government policies on trade, in-

vestment, and foreign affairs are coherent 

with Canadian development policy object-

ives, including international human rights 

standards.

• Promoting sustainable development over-

seas and at home. Given the universal 

nature of the SDG framework, we need 

to echo efforts to tackle poverty abroad 

with leadership and robust action at 

home. The AFB will urgently address 

poverty, homelessness, and hunger in 

Canada, starting with the adoption of 

national intergovernmental strategies 

based on national and international hu-

man rights principles such as equality 

and non-discrimination. These efforts 

will include independent monitoring 

and review with enforceable targets and 

timelines (see the AFB Income Inequal-

ity and Poverty chapter).
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