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1 Objectives and framework

Greater emphasis on country programming is clearly in line with what is happening internationally. NORAD will find suitable work methods and tools to clarify the main elements and approach in the Norwegian cooperation programme with each individual country, based on the requirements that are now being made as regards recipient ownership and donor coordination, for example through the Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF) and Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) processes. 

NORAD uses the following terms:

· Cooperation strategy – the end product of Norway’s country strategy process (formerly country strategy).

· Development strategy – the partner country’s own strategy for meeting its development challenges. Can for example take the form of a PRSP.

We describe how a Norwegian country strategy process dovetails with a partner country’s development strategy and what factors affect the formulation of a Norwegian development cooperation strategy. 

2 Norway’s current country strategy process: weaknesses and challenges

2.1 Presentation of the current process

Roughly speaking, the current country strategy process contains the following elements:

1. Terms of reference from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

2. NORAD sets up an internal work group
- study of available documents
- production of brief input on selected themes as required
- visits to the country, consultations with the authorities, civil society, private sector, donors

3. NORAD sends its analysis document to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

4. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs gives political approval of terms of reference for talks at senior official level

5. Talks in the recipient country at senior official level, led by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

6. NORAD prepares draft Guidelines and a draft MoU for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ assessment.

7. Political talks led by MFA and signing of MoU.

2.2 Formulating goals for and reporting results of the country strategy

The overall objective of Norway’s development cooperation policy is: “To contribute towards lasting improvements in the economic, social and political conditions under which people live in developing countries, with special emphasis on assistance which benefits the poorest sector of the community”.  

Up until now, the country strategies have rarely been formulated in the form of goal hierarchies with indicators to which status reports can refer. A random study of some country strategies shows that the design and formulation vary a good deal. None of these strategies identify indicators linked with primary goals, subsidiary goals or cross-sectoral considerations/goals. Reports on the social impact of development assistance are very rare.

3 The country approach in the light of new challenges in the international development arena

3.1 Basis

An important basis for the conditions and frameworks for NORAD’s country approach are the changes that have taken place internationally in the way in which the donors organise and coordinate assistance at the country level, both in relation to the recipient and between the donors themselves. In recent years, the Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF) and Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) have represented significant changes in the frameworks for the donors’ country approach in countries where this is relevant. We have taken our basis in two extremes: at one end of the scale, a relatively stable country with its own development strategies and priorities and at the other, a politically unstable country without any clear development strategy. Between these two extremes, we can envisage many different varieties of framework conditions for Norway’s strategic approach. 

3.2 International processes

A Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF) is an overall framework for all the participants, national and external, governmental and non-governmental, etc., who are involved in a country’s development process A CDF is often illustrated in the form of a matrix which covers all the sectors and all the participants. The matrix helps to reveal gaps and to strengthen the possibility of donor coordination. Up till now, there have been considerable variations in the extent to which the CDF concept and the matrix are actually followed up in practice, but we can see evidence of the philosophy in many contexts. The CDF provides a more effective coordination tool than any that have been available previously.

The purpose of a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) is to describe a country’s strategy for development and poverty reduction. The intention is that the recipient country will draw up its own strategy through broad participatory processes. The approval of the IMF and the World Bank of a country’s PRSP will be required before the country can be given HIPC debt relief. It looks as if PRSPs will have an important role to play in many countries and they will therefore constitute an important set of premises for the donors’ activities in these countries. However, it is too early to say definitely how PRSPs will work in practice, how genuine the recipient countries’ ownership will actually be and how much a PRSP will guide bilateral aid activities. A problem may arise if a country has concentrated on preparing a PRSP as quickly as possible, primarily in order to qualify for HIPC debt relief. In this situation, we cannot rule out the possibility that the development strategy has actually been penned by central donors and thus lacks the necessary local ‘ownership’.

Other relevant international processes are those which are taking place within the United Nations to promote a more holistic UN at country level and within the OECD/DAC to strengthen country programming for poverty reduction. It is the ambition of  the United Nations – through the UN Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) – to achieve a better coordinated UN (within ECOSOC) at country level. Its ambition is not to make UNDAF into an overall strategy for the country’s development like PRSPs or to make UNDAF into a coordination process that includes all the participants, which is the ambition of the CDF.

As regards OECD/DAC, the Development Assistance Committee has – by drawing up International Development Goals (IDGs) which are supported by all OECD countries – put in place internationally approved overall goals and appropriate indicators for development assistance activities. OECD/DAC also supports the CDF and PRSP processes. Moreover,  there is a process underway in DAC prepared joint donor guidelines for aid to reduce poverty. In these guidelines, emphasis is given to a holistic country approach based on the recipient country’s own strategy for poverty reduction.

3.3 Special problems relating to countries affected by conflict and disaster

Norway is also involved in different ways in unstable countries and countries affected by conflicts and/or disasters, such as natural catastrophes, civil war, internal guerrilla activity, other internal strife, conflicts with neighbouring states, etc. In some cases, Norway becomes involved in these countries by very reason of the ongoing conflict and/or lack of stability, while in other cases the conditions develop when Norway is already involved there. 

The conflict situation often constitutes the country’s main challenge and it is not relevant for the country to draw up a more general development strategy. Sometimes, however, developments in the country lead to such fundamental changes in framework conditions that any existing development strategy becomes meaningless.

It is clearly necessary to ensure sufficient flexibility to allow for adjustments in the cooperation strategy in accordance with changes in framework conditions in the partner country. If Norway becomes involved in a country because of an existing conflict, this conflict will form the basis for our strategic approach. This approach must then be adjusted as the situation develops. We must, for example, take an active attitude to GAP issues.

4 The country approach in other development aid organisations

A number of other donor countries are going through similar processes and discussions with a view to defining their role in light of the new framework conditions. The following comparable donor countries have been contacted: Sweden, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and the UK. Information obtained from these countries indicates a more flexible approach than before. There appears to be more emphasis among donors on:

· transfer of responsibility to the partner country

· sector programmes

· budget support

· donor coordination

These donors have responded positively to initiatives such as CDFs and PRSPs, but are uncertain with regard to their practical implementation. The partner country’s ownership of its own PRSP is regarded as essential. 

All of the above-mentioned countries are considering further adjustments with a view to adapting their planning and programming routines to their increased focus on recipient ownership and international coordination. This is being done for example on a trial basis through a higher degree of decentralisation from capitals to embassies and more emphasis on a sector-wide approach. 

In most of the countries, embassies play a major role throughout the process, but with somewhat varying effect. 

All of the donors consulted involve the authorities and civil society in the partner country. Local level authorities seem to be less involved. They also carry out consultations with civil society in their own country, including the private sector. The following can be observed as regards country analyses or studies in relation to strategy work:

· greater emphasis is given to not duplicating existing studies

· greater emphasis is given to involving the partner countries more directly at the preparatory stage.

Goal formulation and performance criteria seem to be a weak point for a number of the donors. Goals defined as part of the country strategy are normally a mixture of different elements, with room for improvement. However, there is a growing awareness of the need for a more consistent approach.

5 Drawing up a cooperation strategy between Norway and the partner country

The choice of partner country is outside NORAD’s terms of reference, as this decision is made by the Storting (The Norwegian Parliament). The task of drawing up a cooperation strategy is thus limited to assessing how cooperation with a selected country is to be implemented in light of the actual conditions in the country, its priorities and important regional challenges, and the guidelines in Norway’s development assistance policy.

It is presumed that the recipient country has some form of national development strategy based on the development challenges identified and/or recognised by the country’s authorities. National ‘ownership’ of the country’s development strategy may vary, depending on the national process that has been followed, to what extent the donors have influenced the process, etc.

The challenge facing NORAD is then to arrive at a cooperation strategy at the point of intersection between the partner country’s national priorities, other development cooperation organisations and Norwegian development cooperation guidelines.

5.1 The national development strategy 

It is an important condition of Norway’s cooperation with a developing country that the country’s own plans for development and poverty reduction form the basis of the cooperation. However, expectations as regards the scope and quality of the national development strategy must be realistic. The concept of a PRSP or equivalent document, and the acceptance such a strategy has received in the donor community as a ‘guiding’ document, is a recent innovation. This means that most developing countries as of today have not had the time, expertise or capacity to prepare such a comprehensive and well thought-through strategy document as one would wish ideally. It is moreover important to realise that, even although the country has drawn up a national development strategy, this strategy may not have been drawn up as a result of the country’s own needs, but as a result of international expectations.

In other words, many different scenarios are possible, ranging between the following two extreme situations:

· the partner country has set up a list of clear, rational priorities that provide a natural basis for the further formulation of a cooperation plan

· the partner country has not drawn up its own, collective development strategy.

NORAD must be prepared to be pragmatic with regard to the reality we are actually facing, a reality that can soon change as a result, for example, of war or natural disasters. Furthermore, a country’s strategy work can be conducted at different levels.

5.2 The need for background information

NORAD and the staff at the foreign mission will possess a considerable amount of information about the country and its regional and international challenges. However, it is important to systemise and update this knowledge in order to be able to assess the country’s development strategy and to be able to carry on a constructive dialogue with the recipient country and other aid organisations.

Given the considerable amounts of documentation we know exist about individual countries, the starting point for strategy work should be to assess the existing information and draw conclusions from it. The nature and usefulness of the documentation may vary, but normally there will be a great deal of historical documentation, political and economic analyses, analyses of the country’s development challenges, and so on. NORAD should therefore try to synthesise existing information and only initiate its own analyses when a special need is identified. There is a possibility here of rationalising the amount of work and paper compared with today’s process.

5.3 Assessment of the national development strategy

The purpose of assessing a country’s national development strategy is not to change the strategy, but to arrive at the best strategy for cooperation between Norway and the country in question, based on the content, realism and degree of national ownership of the national strategy.

NORAD must assess the development strategy against the background of the partner country’s development challenges – not only the challenges identified and recognised by the country’s authorities themselves, but often also additional challenges identified in external analyses and reports carried out by other national or international players.

It is important to clarify whether the partner country has drawn up its development strategy itself, whether it has consulted central donors without letting them take control, or whether the strategy has been drawn up externally without any great degree of national ownership.  The degree of national ownership will be decisive for the extent to which the strategy is to guide the cooperation between the country and Norway.

Important elements in an initial, general assessment:

· Does the strategy meet the most important challenges, including correction of poverty, international development targets and prioritisation of resources?

· How real and broad is national ownership? (Is it based on a participatory process in which civil society was included? Did the national assembly take part in the decision-making process?)

· The aspect of good governance. Corruption problems, human rights and democracy. Political will to carry out the strategy.

5.3.1 Important elements in assessments relative to quality assurance of the assistance:

· Realism regarding national and international framework conditions, e.g. the debt situation, trade agreements, HIV/AIDS, conflicts and/or war.

· Consistency (the subsidiary goal of the strategy relative to the development goal, consistency in the country’s overall policy).

· Sustainability (institutional capacity, gender equality, economic conditions, environment, technical expertise).

· Roles and responsibility for civil society in, for example, democratisation processes.

· Formulation in the strategy of expected results and indicators for monitoring performance.

The purpose of these assessments is to ensure the best possible basis for the formulation of the cooperation strategy. 

5.4 Norwegian guidelines for the cooperation strategy

Development cooperation is part of Norway’s overall foreign policy. This means, among other things, that the commitments Norway has made in international forums, regarding human rights (incl. indigenous peoples), rights in the workplace, environment and gender equality, must be reflected in our development cooperation policy. Report No. 19 to the Storting stipulates that, even if it is expedient to distinguish between bilateral and multilateral aid in the formulation of policy instruments and between long-term development assistance and emergency relief/humanitarian assistance, all input must be part of a holistic strategy. Of course this does not mean that all the elements in Norway’s development cooperation policy will be applied to every country. Norway’s cooperation strategy will necessarily lie somewhere near the point of intersection between the country’s own plans or strategy for poverty reduction and Norwegian political/strategic guidelines.

Central political / strategic guidelines:

· Relevant reports to the Storting with committee recommendations

· Proposition No. 1 to the Storting

· Allocation of Funds from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to NORAD

· Statement to the Storting on Development Cooperation Policy

· Strategies and guidelines for elements of sustainability (e.g. women, environment, institutional aspects, financial aspects).

These documents all give general guidelines for Norwegian development cooperation and quality assurance of it, but they give very little concrete, specific guidance on the development of a new cooperation strategy when it comes to:

1) Coordination of all Norwegian development assistance: multi-assistance as well as emergency relief and humanitarian assistance.

2) Norwegian civil society as an player in development assistance: NGOs, knowledge institutions and the private sector.

The nature of emergency relief and humanitarian assistance makes it is difficult to envisage broad coordination in the context of a cooperation strategy. However, there should be some dialogue and interaction, in order to facilitate the initiation of measures from a GAP and  precautionary point of view.

There is an expressed political commitment to partnership between the authorities and NGOs in order to strengthen Norwegian development assistance. Such partnership should, however, not be carried so far that it undermines the role, character and independent status of the NGOs. 

As regards the Norwegian private sector and Norwegian expert groups, it is important that their expertise and interest are clarified at the start of the process, However, their role in the cooperation strategy will not be concretised until the strategy is operationalised.

5.5 Other factors of relevance to the choice of input areas and channels

It will be important to hold relatively broad consultations with different institutions and players in the recipient country before selecting input areas and channels for them. These consultations should be held with representatives of the authorities and public institutions, expert groups, the private sector and NGOs. As regards consultations with the authorities, an assessment must be made for each country of the extent to which consultations should be extended to sector authorities and authorities at province/district level.

It is a central element of Norwegian development cooperation policy that it must be coordinated with other development cooperation players. This may mean, in relation to the elaboration of a cooperation strategy, that we steer clear of an input area that is well covered by other players, that we participate in basket-funding or that we find our role in a limited field within the sector, e.g. institutional development.

6 A more holistic country approach

A more comprehensive country approach implies that considerable emphasis must be given to Norway’s overall strategy for cooperation with any one country. Not only to the strategy document itself, but also to the whole process of preparing and following up the strategy. Thus, the strategy document will in practice govern cooperation with the country. Any flexibility that is exercised must be limited to adjustments in response to possible changes in the framework conditions in the recipient country in the course of the strategy period.

The level of ambition, scope and time consumption for the country strategy process will vary greatly from one partner country to another. This will depend, among other things, on the main reasons for Norwegian development assistance to the country, how good the national strategy documents are, the extent of Norway’s involvement, and the purpose of the process in the country, that is to say whether it is a full strategy process, an updating or an adjustment due to changes in framework conditions. Regardless of level of ambition and scope, there are certain core elements and stages that should be included in most strategy processes. 

6.1 Administrative procedures for the country strategy process

Which steps should be included in processes for drawing up and following up strategies for Norway’s cooperation with individual countries? The need to cover the individual points extensively and thoroughly will vary from one country to another. Extensive documentation need not always be produced at every stage; it will often suffice to formulate issues and strategic questions that require clarification.

The following points can be regarded as a checklist of issues that ought to be discussed and clarified in the course of a country strategy process, rather than as a complete and compulsory list of themes that must be described in full. 

I.  Level of ambition and terms of reference for the country strategy process in question. These must be clarified by NORAD in close consultation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, based on the reason for Norway’s presence in the country, and conclude in a definition of the purpose of the process, how comprehensive this process is to be, how the strategy work is to be organised, and how extensive the scope of consultations in the partner country and in Norway should be.

II.  Assessment/appraisal phase. The extent of assessment and appraisal required during this phase will vary greatly from one country to another. What is needed at this stage are assessments that provide sufficient background for a constructive dialogue with the relevant players in the recipient country on future priorities in development assistance from Norway. The very least that is needed is a summary and assessment of the most important framework conditions for Norway’s cooperation with the country over the next three to five years, including an assessment of the country’s development strategy, and of Norway’s experience from development cooperation with the country so far.

III.  Based on the assessments that have been carried out, work will continue with proposed strategic guidelines for Norway’s cooperation with the country. A draft cooperation strategy should include:

· A summary and assessment of the national development strategy, central development challenges and framework conditions for Norway’s cooperation with the country

· Assessment of the role of development assistance in the country’s development process

· Goals for Norway’s cooperation with the country and an estimated level of cooperation (possibly with different scenarios)

· Strategic guidelines for the choice of instruments and channels for Norway’s cooperation with the country for the next three to five years

· Important prerequisites (and uncertainties of significance) for Norwegian assistance to achieve the desired effect

· Proposed process for implementing and following up the strategy

· Alternative ways of organising Norwegian development assistance.

IV.  Dialogue with the recipient country, led by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on targets and strategic guidelines for cooperation with Norway, including a discussion on choice of sector, main priority areas and performance indicators. This dialogue results in the preparation and signing of the MoU.

V.  As regards implementation and follow-up, reports will be submitted annually, as part of the process of implementing the strategy, of overall performance indicators at country and sector level, of any changes in framework conditions for Norwegian development assistance, of coordination with other donors, and of the role of civil society in the implementation of the strategy.

6.2 Measuring performance at country level

It is also important when formulating objectives at country level to start with the reason for Norway’s presence in and/or development cooperation with the country. The goals for Norway’s support will naturally look different in a conflict-filled country where Norway is primarily interested in contributing towards stabilisation and conflict resolution than they will in a stable partner country with its own long-term development strategies.

6.2.1 Formulating goals

The goals for Norway’s support to a partner country should coincide with the goals in the partner country’s development plan or PRSP, if any, with regard to both general goals and goals within sectors or development areas. Regardless of how these plans are formulated, it will be necessary to concretise Norwegian cooperation in an MoU, which will also define conditions and principles for the cooperation. 

General principles and cross-sectoral considerations in the cooperation must be mentioned in formulations of own goals.

The objectives regarding support to different sectors are put into operation through support to programmes and projects, the development goals of which coincide with or reflect the sector goals that are laid down in the country’s development plans.

OECD/DAC has formulated International Development Goals (IDG) which Norway supports. These are general targets for development by 2015 and apply to poverty reduction, social development and environmental development. The dialogue between the donor community and the recipient countries should be based on these goals, but the goals set up for bilateral cooperation should primarily be based on the goals formulated by the country itself.

6.2.2 Reporting

When reporting results with reference to overall goals at country and sector level, Norway should base itself on available data on general development trends. If the country’s development plan or PRSP contains performance indicators, these should be taken as the basis for the reports. Indicators should also be agreed in the MoU for any more specific goals that are discussed with the partner country as part of the dialogue on the cooperation plan. Indicators and reporting routines should be set out in an annex to the MoU. As far as possible these should correspond with indicators used by other donors in the country. The indicators developed by OECD/DAC in connection with IDGs can provide a basis for this dialogue.

A measurement of poverty development in the country and other general development goals can be found in information on BNP per capita, life expectancy, literacy, the development assistance as a percentage of BNP, etc. The basis for reporting against these indicators is strengthened by the fact that a number of donors have supported them and support the partner countries in the work of compiling statistics in order to obtain such data. The World Bank and UNDP also compile statistics which cover some of these areas.

The problem with this form of reporting is that it is difficult to link up development trends in the partner country with the Norwegian assistance (attribution problem). It is possible however, based on Norway’s contributions to programmes and projects in the different sectors, to give an analysis of and render probable the connection between Norwegian support and developments in the country or sector. The importance of the development assistance for the country should be made visible by reporting the assistance’s share of GNI for the country and for the sectors supported by Norway. Norway’s share of total development assistance to the country will also be interesting information.

7 NORAD’s capabilities and organisation

In this connection, the question of capabilities and organisation of the work applies to the formulation of the cooperation strategies, but must also be considered alongside NORAD’s general need for analysis and research capacity. Expertise linked with the implementation of the approved cooperation programme must be seen in conjunction with skill requirements in the regional departments and at the embassies.

7.1 Skill requirements

· Knowledge of and expertise in socio-economic development, i.e. knowledge of which issues and institutions play a central role when it comes to understanding and explaining social change.

· Analytical ability, particularly with regard to assessing large amounts of information/documentation and pinpointing central issues and identifying strategic choices

· Knowledge of macroeconomic and political challenges of significance for the organising of development assistance

· Insight into the international aid debate and coordination processes and knowledge of other development cooperation organisations’ policy work.

· Ability to carry on a dialogue with partner countries and with other donors in order to adapt the Norwegian cooperation strategy to the recipient country’s priorities and the different donors’ efforts.

· Knowledge of the country

· Insight into and experience with development assistance

· Ordering skills and knowledge

Specialist knowledge in different sectors is deemed to have less relevance for the actual strategy process. However, there will be a need for specialist knowledge in selected areas as input to the strategy process. 

7.2 Organisation of the work within NORAD

NORAD’s Policy Planning Unit should be given the task of being a resource base for the strategy process as such and for general questions linked with socio-economical development. This will promote continuity and a recognisable process for elaborating different cooperation strategies.

Country-specific knowledge is best looked after by the regional departments and embassies. As a main rule, therefore, the responsibility for the development of individual strategies should be rooted in the line management, but they should be able to draw on the special skills and capacity inherent in the Policy Planning Unit.
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