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ASIA 2015: Summary of Conference Sessions

Session 1: WHAT ASIA HAS ACHIEVED; WHAT ASIA CAN ACHIEVE

Speakers at the opening session emphasised that coming together to discuss Asia’s future development agenda helped focus attention on the changing roles of development actors and the changing nature of development partnerships. They recognised that Asia has achieved remarkable successes in its development. Yet some 650 million Asians, two thirds of the world’s poor people, still live on less than $1 a day. 

The conference shared the view that in Asia there is a real prospect of ending extreme poverty within a generation. However, success is not inevitable. Immense challenges still remain – in nutrition, health, education, water and sanitation, governance and social exclusion - and much work still needs to be done to achieve this vision.

Aid plays an important part in this goal, but all needed to think beyond the aid relationship. Regional cooperation, sharing ideas, trading and investing with one another are becoming increasingly important. We can only deal with our need for energy, with climate change, communicable diseases, pollution and the search for peace and security if we do so collectively.
SESSION 2: CHALLENGES AND RISKS TO DEVELOPMENT IN ASIA

Session 2A: Making the best use of resources and energy, and the environmental impact of rapid growth

Pressures on the environment are a risk to sustained high rates of economic growth in Asia. They are so great that “growing first and cleaning up afterwards” is not an option. Climate change is progressing faster than expected causing sea levels to rise and more frequent extreme climatic events. Higher oil prices mean energy efficiency is critical. Poor households need improved access to energy. The health risks from traditional indoor biomass burning, which disproportionately affect women need to be addressed. Unequal access and competition for natural resources are potential sources of conflict and insecurity. 

The private sector drives Asia’s growth. Bringing environmental costs into the market price of traded goods and services enables the market to avoid negative environmental impacts; however, increased costs are a burden on the poor. The Clean Development Mechanism has huge potential for helping to tackle climate change efficiently. 
The State must put policies in place to unleash the potential of local actors to manage their local environment. The State plays a key role in negotiating access to cross-border resources (e.g. water), in climate change negotiations and in mainstreaming disaster risk reduction in development.

There is scope for scaling up the many current initiatives at the local level. This will require improved legal recognition, land and resource access rights and pro-poor legal systems, infrastructure and capital.

Science and technology are key to reducing the uncertainties associated with climate change. They can develop solutions to mitigate its impacts, develop renewable energies and clean up environmental damage. More efficient ways are needed to share local knowledge and solutions.

Many environmental and energy challenges cannot be dealt with by one country alone. International action and partnerships can make a difference. There are already a number in place, on climate change, the timber trade, cross-border collaboration on access to shared resources, such as water and disaster management, and on the development of knowledge networks and technology.

Session 2B – Fostering Private Sector Development

Poverty has fallen rapidly in Asia, due mainly to remarkable economic growth. The private sector has been a driver of growth but continued growth is not inevitable. The challenge will be how to sustain investment, private sector engagement and jobs. Governments need to foster private sector development through implementing a good investment climate, appropriate macro-economic and trade policies, investment in infrastructure and better targeting of subsidies and other forms of support. Particular vested interests and privileges need to be managed.
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are a critical part of the private sector for the livelihoods of poor people and should be encouraged. SMEs promote entrepreneurship and skills and create jobs. An open and well regulated financial sector can improve access to finance, channel savings to productive uses, and develop financial markets. Micro-finance and micro-savings also have an important role to play in poverty reduction.

International trade is important for poverty reduction in Asia. Regulations on standards must not be mis-used to limit exports from Asian countries, particularly from the least developed. Assistance on trade related capacity building is needed. It was felt that (Mode 4 access) migration across borders for the provision of services, as well as quotas and duty free access for textiles and garments exports, would enable developing countries to participate effectively in the international trading system. Asian countries could help each other through improved market access to each other’s exports.
In partnership with governments, the private sector has a direct role in reducing poverty and social exclusion. It can provide an improved quality of life for poor people though good employment practices, the provision of infrastructure and social services, such as health and education, and by creating jobs, where financially viable, in backward regions.

Session 2C: Closing the Infrastructure Gap
Infrastructure equips people to move out of poverty; its absence is a barrier to growth. But there are big differences in infrastructure investment and access to infrastructure services, between and within Asian countries. Infrastructure financing needs are enormous while examples of good practice and the lessons from successes need to be identified and widely shared.

The infrastructure needs of rural areas are at least as important as those of urban areas and should provide good opportunities for private sector investment. 

Greater attention should be paid to cross-border and regional infrastructure, including the promotion of regional capital markets.

Evidence shows that pursuing the right policies and establishing an enabling environment that encourages competition are necessary to attract private sector investment. However, the private sector should neither be seen as a panacea nor a substitute for public sector investment, but rather as a partner. Substantial investment by the public sector will continue to be required to fill the infrastructure gap.

Governments should not under-estimate the potential scope for market-based solutions to reach the poor and the scope for productivity improvements achieved from serving a mass market to reduce costs.

Governments should be clear about the cost of providing services and the sharing of that cost between users and taxpayers in order to ascertain willingness to pay for improvements to infrastructure and also for maintenance. 
Local communities should be empowered by involving them directly and integrally in the infrastructure policy process.

SESSION 3: REALISING THE POTENTIAL FOR POVERTY REDUCTION
Session 3A: Regional disparities, poverty and exclusion
Growing the economy first, then addressing poverty and social exclusion later is not an option. All regions and communities have to be equipped to participate in growth. Parts of Asia are experiencing growth with fewer jobs created, there is an increasing casualisation of labour, and a feminisation of the informal sector. Some regions are growing rapidly, while others are not sharing or contributing to growth. These features jeopardise growth, compromise social cohesion and lower the chance of eliminating poverty within a generation.
There is evidence (e.g. from Sri Lanka) that infrastructure makes a difference in integrating backward regions. The public sector has the lead role, even though public budget deficits and concerns about the cost involved in reaching these regions, make it difficult. Such investment cannot be left to the private sector or even public-private partnerships. Decentralised governments can make a difference, but only if they develop the capacities, skills and resources to work effectively. Pakistan’s provincial governments will be developing regulatory structures to avoid elite capture at the local level, backed up by new initiatives for community based accountability structures. Often, the solution is effective targeting and incentives to achieve preferred outcomes (e.g. to increase girls enrolment and retention rates at school, to reduce discrimination by using social equity audits and to improve delivery with score cards which name-and-shame corrupt practices) rather than increased resources. 
Many poor people are moving to new job opportunities and sending remittances home, which supports investment in rural areas. Controls on migration in many places have been lifted, but poor people need appropriate skills, and laws with accompanying information which protect their rights, in order to take advantage of new opportunities. Health and education services are necessary, but alone are insufficient to deal with entrenched discrimination against disadvantaged groups, such as dalits, religious and ethnic minorities and women. Lessons can be shared about experiences with cash transfers (e.g. Indonesia) and India’s new Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme in building local capacities to connect poor people to growth. Governments and donors must deliver on their pledges to poor people.  
3B: Targets, voice, and choice – Effective service delivery for human development

Basic services have to be well delivered to poor people if poverty is to be eliminated. Approaches to scaling up need to reflect Asia’s diverse experiences. Countries range from those with strong economic growth but less progress in human development indicators (e.g. Pakistan); good overall performers with large internal disparities (e.g. India and China); those who are on track to achieve the MDGs, but with regional inequalities and problems of service quality (e.g. Sri Lanka, Indonesia); and countries in conflict (e.g. Nepal).   

Governments are responsible for ensuring poor people have access to quality services (though not necessarily delivering them). Common failures are: public resources are not allocated in a pro poor manner; resources do not actually reach front line providers; and services are of an unacceptable quality.  

Strategies need to be tailored to the local context and focused on: delivery outcomes; producing better information; and community involvement. Focusing on outcomes means prioritising what works, not a particular delivery and financing mode. Better information allows stakeholders to identify needs, investigate what works, monitor results and ensure policies are evidence- based. Community involvement enables users to influence the design and implementation of basic services and increases their ability to see that those services are responsive to needs.   

Sustained progress in delivering services to poor people might require a rethinking and restructuring of the compacts between the public and private sectors; between central and local Governments; and between external development agencies and Asian Governments. Governments increasingly recognise that non-government institutions offer the potential to expand service coverage and improve service quality at lower cost than the public sector, though design and oversight are crucial. Devolution of authority has the potential to provide services which are more responsive to local needs, although there is a risk of capture by local elites and local governments’ capacity to deliver may initially be weak. The emphasis in the relationship between external development partner and government is likely to shift from a predominantly financing role to greater knowledge transfer.
3C: Asian-led strategies for improving governance and the effectiveness of state institutions 
Understanding context (historical, political, economic, and social) is crucial to determining the scope for governance reforms. Conditions vary greatly across Asia.  We need to get better at capturing lessons of success and institutional innovations. Some countries have made rapid progress by identifying and scaling-up local or pilot innovations.  However, replicating what works takes pragmatism and a willingness to break the rules. There may be value in Asian governments sharing more systematically their experiences of good and bad governance, acknowledging that it is often value-based.

A holistic approach is needed in order to achieve policy objectives, with complementarity between strengthening state capacity, mobilising voice (media and civil society) and political commitment. Joining-up political and technical agendas helps make reforms such as decentralisation work. Making decentralisation deliver (on policies and service delivery) requires both capacity building and public awareness. Incremental solutions based on small steps that secure political support often work best. 
The state should regulate the private sector and create a positive investment climate to benefit development. The media has a key role in promoting accountability (e.g. guarding against ‘crony capitalism’ but is most effective when it works alongside other institutions to enforce accountability. Naming-and-shaming is not enough when leaders resist reform, so avenues to mobilise political pressure, in order to deliver change that would benefit the poor, need to be built and kept open. 

SESSION 4: WHERE NEXT? SETTING THE AGENDA FOR PARTNERSHIPS TO 2015
There is now much greater honesty in development partner relations with Asia. This means frank discussions about failures as well as successes.

Aid will remain focused on achieving the MDGs. This will involve direct action on delivery of key services, as well as action promoting and enabling trade and sound economic management. Partnerships need to be outcome orientated, and spending needs to be linked to outcomes.

Country priorities must drive the way in which development partnerships are harmonised and aligned. Participants wanted more aid to be on budget, and increased use of government systems, which would also improve the efficiency of public resource use and management. Aid needs to be predictable and transparent, and where possible, delivered through long-term relationships. These need to be honest about the nature of the agreement and how problems in the relationship would be tackled. Long-term relationships such as DFID’s 10 year Development Partnership Arrangements, were welcomed. Accountability mechanisms need to be built into these partnerships from the outset, and the voices of civil society need to be heard in discussions about aid architecture. 

A major challenge is to do better on what has already been agreed – agreements such as the Paris Declaration and Goal 8 of the MDGs already highlight new ways of working together to achieve common goals.  (The perception is that the Paris Declaration is still more in Paris rather than impacting on the ground. The planned joint Japan-DFID-ADB aid effectiveness workshop later this year will assess progress on implementation in Asia.) Increased delegation of authority by development partners to country level will also serve to translate the commitments into action on the ground. 

There is a need for clear thinking and discussion about when donors should exit from particular activities, and when, and in what manner, they can most effectively assist a country in the implementation of its growth and poverty reduction strategies. The balance needs to move towards Asian governments both taking the lead, and taking aid more seriously – pushing donors to really deliver aid more effectively and providing a structure for greater donor coordination. The need for greater policy coherence – aid and debt policies for example – is equally important. 

Multilateral development banks need to adjust to the changing situation in Asia and be clearer on their respective roles. Technical assistance remains important including when financial support declines. Catalysing private investment is an increasingly important role for MDBs. Joint country programming is proving helpful (e.g. Bangladesh, Vietnam). 
The momentum for regional cooperation is expected to increase across Asia.  Integration should not be exclusive, behind barriers, but rather remain open to the rest of the world. There is already quite good financial cooperation across Asia since the Asian financial crisis. Within South Asia, economic integration is currently limited and increased cooperation could potentially reap a high economic and social dividend. 

Regional bodies have the potential to give Asia a greater voice globally. Increased Asian engagement with the UN reform process was welcomed. The move towards ‘one UN’ in each country was encouraged. Regional cooperation as a mechanism for South-South cooperation has a lot to contribute both within Asia and with Africa. 

The need for effective partnerships between governments, business and donors, in areas that are appropriate was recognised. NGOs play a vital role in challenging societies, governments and development partners to deliver promised commitments to poverty reduction. Their role includes demanding transparency and accountability at all levels. 

Partnerships begin by thinking in the same way. Exactly how partners work together varies according to the issue. Strong Asian voices are needed to drive the agenda forward. 
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