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International Development

Background

Last year saw the adoption of 17 Sustain-

able Development Goals (SDGs) expand-

ing on the unfinished business of the Mil-

lennium Development Goals (MDGs) to 

include issues related to the environment 

and climate change, employment, econom-

ic growth, inequality, and peace and secur-

ity, inter alia.

Like the MDGs, the SDGs will inform 

and shape plans and priorities at a global, 

regional, national, and local level. Unlike 

the MDGs, these new goals are universal 

in nature, applying to all countries, rich or 

poor. This means the SDGs will go beyond 

guiding international co-operation efforts, 

to encouraging countries like Canada to de-

termine how they will address their own 

sustainable development challenges do-

mestically, and how they will contribute 

to addressing challenges internationally.

Finally, the universal nature of the goals 

requires collective action around a range 

of global public goods, such as addressing 

climate change and promoting a fair, rules-

based trading system. Canada is required to 

make measurable progress toward achiev-

ing these goals at home and abroad, with 

commensurate resources for implementing 

the SDG agenda.

The year 2015 also marked the 20th anni-

versary of the Beijing Declaration and Plat-

form for Action, a blueprint for advancing 

gender equality and women’s rights every-

where. While there has been some progress 

for women and girls, in Canada and globally, 

in terms of access to education and health 

care, women have seen unequal advances 

in other areas including access to political 

leadership roles, economic opportunities, 

and job security. Progress has also been 

slow in checking violence against women.1

World governments met in September 

of 2015, at the Global Leaders’ Meeting on 

Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment, 

to reaffirm previous pledges and commit to 

making women’s empowerment and gender 

equality a national priority integral to the 

implementation of the SDGs. States recog-

nized the need to increase investments in 

gender equality, push for parity for women 

at all levels of decision-making, eliminate 

discriminatory legislation, and end social 

norms that perpetuate gender inequality 

and violence against women.

Current Issues

Implementing the new global agenda

In September of 2015, in statements made 

at the plenary of the United Nations summit 
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for the adoption of the post-2015 develop-

ment agenda, 21 governments announced 

their plans for implementing the new SDGs.2 

Canada was not among them. The Liber-

al government elected in October last year 

has committed to developing “a compre-

hensive plan to make measurable progress 

toward achieving these goals both at home 

and abroad.”3

Moving the SDGs forward must be a top 

priority and will require a significant com-

mitment. To realize the global goals, Canada 

will need to use an integrated, multi-sector-

al approach that is not just whole-of-gov-

ernment, but rather whole-of-Canada. This 

will depend on all sectors of society pla-

cing sustainable development at the cen-

tre of all their work — much as the govern-

ment has said it will do on climate change. 

It will also require the development of a gov-

ernment action plan for implementing the 

SDGs, informed by consultations with, and 

commitments from, a broad range of Can-

adian stakeholders.

Financing the agenda

The new and universally applicable SDGs, 

and the adoption of the Paris Agreement on 

climate change in December, represent a key 

opportunity to put people and the planet 

first. In order to achieve this, Canada will 

need to reverse the trend of recent years that 

has seen aid budgets decline to historically 

low levels. Canada must also provide much 

greater predictability in terms of aid alloca-

tions internationally and spending on this 

plan domestically.

In Budget 2012, the government an-

nounced the International Assistance 

Envelope (IAE) — the budgetary basis of 

Canadian aid that goes toward poverty re-

duction — would be reduced by more than 

$350 million (to about $4.6 billion) between 

2011–12 and 2014–15. Analysis of aid alloca-

tions in 2012–13 and 2013–14 suggest the IAE 

may have already dropped to below $4.4 bil-

lion.4 This was likely due to lapsed spend-

ing that was returned to Treasury.5

On a positive note, the overall Canadian 

aid budget seems to have bounced back 

from $4.9 billion in 2013–14 to $5.7 billion 

in 2014–15. However, the increase is exag-

gerated by a one-off concessional loan of 

$400 million to Ukraine in 2014–15, and a 

double payment to the World Bank’s Inter-

national Development Association. (Canada 

sent the bank two payments of $441.6 mil-

lion in the same fiscal year due to a proced-

ural change that year.) If you subtract these 

one-off payments, the overall aid budget is 

closer to $4.8 billion.6

Although government support for the in-

tegration of 25,000 Syrian refugees is wholly 

welcome, this will increase the overall aid 

budget by $876.7 million in 2015–16.7 Refu-

gees typically account for $200 million per 

year of the overall aid budget. This one-off 

will again exaggerate the increase to the 

aid budget without any commensurate in-

crease to the IAE.8

Similarly, the government has not yet 

made it clear whether the $2.65 billion re-

cently committed for climate finance will 

draw from the existing IAE or represent new 

funding. While the aid budget will fluctu-

ate in the coming years due to a series of 
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one-off increases, the best way to generate 

predictability in the aid budget is through 

regular increases to the IAE.

Focus on the poorest  
and most marginalized

To ensure that no one is left behind — a key 

mandate of the new 2030 Agenda for Sus-

tainable Development and the SDGs — pri-

oritizing the poorest and most marginalized 

must be a priority. This means focusing on 

the poorest countries, on women and girls, 

and on the impacts of climate change.

Prioritizing those who are most in need re-

quires a focus on so-called low-income coun-

tries, least developed countries (LDCs), and 

fragile states, as the prime minister’s man-

date letter to the minister of international 

development indicated the Liberal govern-

ment will do. In 2014, Canada was among 

the top three donors in the OECD countries 

in only six of its current 25 countries of focus. 

To maximize the impact it can have on the 

ground among the poorest and most in need, 

Canada should aim to become a top donor 

in more of the countries where it operates.

Investing in women, adolescents, and 

young girls — who are disproportionately 

affected by inequality and poverty — and 

funding women’s rights organizations should 

also be a top priority for Canada. While Can-

ada has historically been a leader in gender 

equality, in recent years Global Affairs Can-

ada (formerly the Department of Foreign Af-

fairs, Trade and Development) has spent 

only 1% to 2% of its budget on programs 

designed to advance gender equality and 

women’s empowerment — well below the 

OECD average.9

AFB Actions

In 2016, the Canadian government has the 

opportunity to provide leadership on a 

global framework for sustainable, inclu-

sive, and equitable development. To do so 

the AFB will:

• Establish an interdepartmental task force 

to implement the SDGs, co-chaired by 

Global Affairs Canada and Environment 

and Climate Change Canada. This task 

force will produce a draft strategy and 

action plan for implementing the SDGs 

at home and abroad ahead of the next 

High Level Political Forum in 2016. Do-

mestically, this action plan will have 

clear indicators, targets, and timelines 

appropriate to the national context. This 

draft should be the basis for timely and 

meaningful national consultations with 

key stakeholders in 2016–17, and for a 

new federal sustainable development 

strategy for 2030 that ensures policy co-

herence for sustainable development.

• Announce a 10-year timetable for reach-

ing the aid target of 0.7% of gross na-

tional income (GNI). This will entail 

increasing Canada’s IAE by 15.7% an-

nually, from $4.62 billion in 2015–16 to 

$5.35 billion in 2016–17, $6.19 billion in 

2017–18, and $7.16 billion in 2018–19.10 

This timetable will allow Canada to pre-

dictably increase aid flows for poverty 

reduction, conscious that one-off pay-



It’s Time to Move On: Alternative Federal Budget 2016 109

ments have increased the overall aid 

budget without commensurate increas-

es to the IAE. This gradual increase will 

allow for countries to absorb the new 

funds incrementally. The net new spend-

ing will amount to $730 million, $1.6 bil-

lion, and $2.5 billion in each of the next 

three years.

• Starting in 2016–17, dedicate 50% of 

overall Canadian aid to least developed 

countries (LDCs), low-income countries, 

and fragile states.11 In the next four years, 

or by 2019–20, 0.15% of GNI will be aid 

dedicated to LDCs.12 By 2019–20, Canada 

will also be among the top three donors 

in at least one half of its countries of 

focus. Furthermore, the AFB will quad-

ruple Canada’s investment in women’s 

rights organizations by 2019–20, and en-

sure that 20% of all aid investments have 

a principal focus on advancing gender 

equality and women’s empowerment.13

• Develop a forward-looking agenda and 

action plan on effective development co-

operation that builds on commitments 

made at recent High-Level Fora on Aid 

Effectiveness (HLF), including the April 

2014 meeting in Mexico of the Global 

Partnership for Effective Development 

Co-operation. For example, the AFB will 

align bilateral aid spending with the pri-

orities and development plans of devel-

oping countries, in particular national 

plans for implementing the SDGs and na-

tionally determined contributions on cli-

mate change, and make Canada’s spend-

ing more predictable and transparent.
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