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INTRODUCTION

Inequalities persist at high levels throughout the
world. They affect individuals in a wide range of
ways, including through unequal access to services
and resources, to the right to a decent livelihood,
the ability to participate in the political process or
the enjoyment of opportunities on an equal footing
with more privileged groups. Discrimination based on
gender, age, race, ethnicity, migrant status, disability,
sexual identity or orientation and geographical
location is often at the root of inequalities which
frequently compound each other.

Europe has a particular responsibility with respect
to inequalities, given its position as the world’s
wealthiest economic block and as it comprises several
former major colonial powers. Furthermore, Europe’s
political and economic relations with the rest of the
world demonstrate ongoing neo-colonial approaches
which perpetuate inequalities.

But there is good news. As inequalities are the result
of human action and political decisions, citizens and
politicians hold the power to reverse the harmful
impacts of inequalities and build a world where
everyone has the same rights and opportunities.

The increasing recognition of inequalities as a key
global challenge by the European Union (EU) and
many EU Member States shows that different
partnerships, focused on equality, are possible and
feasible. It is encouraging that some governments
and policy-makers have made practical commitments
and are funding programmes and projects that help to

OUR METHODOLOGY

reduce inequalities in partner countries in Africa, Latin
America and Asia. These concrete actions offer the
hope that words can become transformative action
if the necessary political will is brought to bear.

In the following pages, we look at case studies
in South Africa, Paraguay and Bangladesh which
show how Europe can engage constructively with
communities and marginalised groups and support
their struggle for equality.

The present report identifies a number of key
ingredients for equality, based on contributions
from individuals and organisations directly involved
in projects funded by the EU or EU Member States, as
well as the views of our civil society partners, policy-
makers and officials. We learned that, to be effective,
all policies and programmes must start by recognising
inequalities and adopting tools to tackle them. They
need to include a multidimensional understanding of
inequalities, a strong human rights focus, coherence
across all policies with achieving equality and
sustainable development, community engagement
and ensuring long-term change.

By presenting interesting practices, challenges and
potential for action, this report aims to stimulate
political debate among European policy-makers to
fully mainstream inequality reduction in policies,
programmes and projects. If policy-makers adopt
the key elements for successful inequality reduction
outlined here, Europe’s partnerships can become a
true gateway to equality.

CONCORD members selected the focus countries by analysing inequalities across Africa, Latin America and Asia.
The criteria applied included the levels of inequality in the country, the availability of equality-focused projects
as well as whether the EU’s or EU Member States’ funding programmes included a focus on inequalities and the
concern to preserve a regional balance.

Once the countries had been selected, desk research, meetings with CSO partners and officials allowed us to
identify projects with a potential to reduce inequalities.

To find out more about the projects and to document their particular interest for inequality reduction, we relied
on witness statements shared by people directly involved in the projects. We met them in person in South Africa
and Paraguay, and online in the case of Bangladesh. This report is therefore not an endorsement of the projects
included, nor a full assessment of their results and impacts, but an account of how those involved in the projects
experienced them.

Our recommendations for the way forward are built on this input and our analysis of it, as well as on previous
CONCORD work and the views of our local and international CSO partners.
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SOUTH AFRICA

Tackling persistent historical inequality
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South Africa is one of the world’s most unequal
countries. Since the end of the apartheid era in 1994,
income inequality and wealth concentration have
remained stubbornly high. The country continues
to have the highest Gini coefficient in the world,
with race still a key marker of inequality, a legacy
of the country’s history.! The unemployment rate is
consistently over 30%.2

South Africais ranked at 109 out of 191 on the UNDP’s
Human Development Index and is one of Africa’s
biggest economies.?> However, as documented by
a recent judicial commission of inquiry into what is
termed the ‘state capture’ period?, state institutions
and enterprises were captured for corrupt purposes
under the former president and many of the country’s
gains started being reversed.

INEQUALITIES ACROSS PEOPLE’S LIVES

“When you come to South Africa, inequalities are in
front of your eyes”, said Joseph Eliabson Maniragena
from African Monitor, a civil society organisation
(CSO). “South Africa and inequalities cannot be
separated”, confirmed Vanessa Black, from Biowatch,
another CSO based in the country.

Some figures prove them fully right. Currently, over
10 million people (about 17% of the total population)
live in informal settlements, which are often located
far away from socio-economic opportunities and lack
access to decent basic services. The residents of these
settlements bear the brunt of the consequences of
inequality in urban South Africa.

1 “Inequality Trends in South Africa: A Multidimensional Diagnostic of Inequality” Stats SA, SALDRU, AFD, (November, 2019),
https://www.afd.fr/en/ressources/inequality-trends-south-africa-multidimensional-diagnostic-inequality.

2 “Quarterly Labour Force Survey — Q2:2022” Statistics South Africa, (August, 2022), https.://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=15685.

3 “Human Development Report, 2021-22," UNDP, September 2022, https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2021-22.

4 “The Judicial Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State Capture,” 2022. Available: https://www.statecapture.org.za.
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Similarly, gender-based violence is a particular
scourge in the country, which ranks 97 out of 170
countries in the UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index.’

Statistics South Africa reported in recent years that
at least 1 in 5 partnered women in South Africa
experienced violence from a partner, while the
femicide rate is significantly higher than the global
average.®

Outside of cities, farm workers produce food that is
consumed in South Africa and abroad, but in their
own lives, food security has historically been a major
issue. Women farm workers in particular have been
economically marginalised over generations, and this
has worsened with increased seasonal and casual
working arrangements.

Tackling deeply-rooted inequalities by
empowering settlement residents, shelter
users and supporting sustainable farms

Against a background of persisting inequalities, three
projects funded by the EU and one EU Member
State show how, through creative and sustained
work, these inequalities are being addressed, even
in a challenging social, political, and economic
context: informal settlements creating new avenues
to improve basic services, strengthening women’s
shelters and their dialogue with government, and
transforming food security with sustainable farming
driven by women farmworkers.

USING CELL PHONES TO IMPROVE
LIVES IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS

When the South African government instituted one
of the most stringent COVID-related lockdowns in the
world in March 2020, the language was “wash your
hands, make sure you keep your distance” explains
Shumani Luruli. But for people living in informal
settlements who use communal water and toilets,
this was not so simple.

Shumani is a programme coordinator from Planact,
a Johannesburg-based civil society organisation
working on issues of governance and social
accountability.

‘Let’s protect one another’

In response to the lockdowns, the International
Budget Partnership of South Africa, Planact and a
number of organisations around the country started
‘Asivikelane’’ (‘Let’s protect one another’ in Zulu). The

project “started as a way of continuing monitoring
what was happening on the ground, but also making
sure that the voices of the communities are heard”,
says Shumani.

Local community facilitators
motivating communities

Asivikelane trained local community facilitators across the
municipalities to assist and recruit residents. This has been
coupled with ongoing advocacy campaigns. The combination
of local facilitators, strategic focus, and practical advocacy
was central to growing the project and expanding the ability
to collect this data. This would ultimately help it become
a key channel between informal settlement residents and
government to improve basic services.

Co-funded by the European Union, Asivikelane
today reaches roughly 400 informal settlements
across 10 municipalities. Every month, residents
answer a series of questions via SMS, WhatsApp
or telephone on the status of water, sanitation and
waste collection services. Asivikelane collates the
data into a traffic light system (with red, orange,
and green showing the level of service). They then
release it and share it with the government to
facilitate practical and direct responses. As Shumani
explains, “it’s really bringing out the real issues. It’s
not from us, from our desktop research: it’s real data”.

A voice for informal settlement residents

When the City of Johannesburg tabled its draft
budget for the year in 2022, Asivikelane assisted
residents in six cities to understand the budgets
and make submissions by training communities on
three aspects: how to read budgets, defining budget
priorities, and ways to engage with the budget
process. In Johannesburg, residents in 53 areas
made submissions on the budget and many engaged
in public budget meetings. They made specific
recommendations about the services that impact
their lives directly, including increased allocations for
water and toilets, as well as services such as waste
collection and electricity.

In May 2022, Planact was invited to participate in a
public engagement with the Mayor of Johannesburg.
Mike Makwela, a senior programme coordinator
from Planact attended to present the Asivikelane
findings, as well as the budget recommendations that
had come directly from residents.
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From a big win to a longer road ahead

When the budget was published, the allocation for
toilets in informal settlements had increased by 53%
from R35.4 million to R53.3 million. Though small
adjustments in the budget have occurred before,
it was unusual for a major increase to be made in
response to civil society engagement like this.

Ultimately, there is still much to be done. As Shumani
says, they need to see that this money is spent
properly and that the other recommendations in
their budget submission, such as ensuring that
there is more transparency in resources for informal
settlements, receive urgent attention.

Asivikelane has shown that
by building a channel through
which informal settlement
residents can actively engage
with government, the basic
services essential for a decent
quality of life and to tackle
inequalities can be improved
on an ongoing basis.

A MOVEMENT OF
SHELTERS TACKLING
GENDER-BASED
VIOLENCE

During the 10 vyears Fisani
Mahlangu spent working in
shelters for women and their
children in the Mpumalanga
province of South Africa, she
had first-hand experience of
the challenge of isolation. Back then “shelters used to
function randomly, each person doing their own thing
in their own corner”.

Today Fisani is an Executive Member of the
National Shelter Movement and coordinates one
of its provincial members, the Mpumalanga Shelter
Movement (MSM) in a relatively poor province,
historically dominated by a few big industries such as
coal mining.

Shelters provide support to survivors of gender-based
violence (GBV) — from accommodation and meals,
counselling and legal assistance to skills development
for pathways to safety and where possible, increased
incomes.

In 2016, the Movement partnered with the South
African office of the Heinrich Boéll Foundation on a
project funded by the European Union, “Enhancing

8 https://za.boell.org/en/GBV-care-support-in-a-time-of-epidemic.

State Responsiveness to Gender-Based Violence:
Paying the true costs”. Through research, capacity-
building and dialogue, the project aimed to improve
state support and shelter services, while increasing
the visibility of, and referrals to, shelters.

From research to a stronger movement

“All we eat is bread, bread, bread and bread” — these
words, coming from a woman in one of the shelters
during the research, stayed with Fisani. As most
shelters are non-profit organisations, the research®
showed how government funding for shelters was
both inadequate and inconsistent, rarely supporting
the full costs of shelter services. Funding was often

Fisani with two collaborators at the v umalanga Shelte
Photo by lhsaan Haffejee. Credits: CORD : -

delayed, leaving shelters with bread, but little
else. As Fisani explains, survivors of gender-based
violence “are there, they need to bathe, they need
warm water, they need lights on, their kids have
to go to school”.

The project provided a range of support from
building a powerful evidence base through research,
training and capacity-building to strengthen the
shelter movement and facilitating engagement with
stakeholders, including in government.

They then stared working to unify shelters in the
region and engage with policy-makers, providing
them with powerful evidence at a series of national
roundtables and discussions they organised once
the research was complete. Through the research
outputs, the project provided evidence that the
movement could use when engaging with the
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government. This was key as the costs of sheltering
had previously not been systematically known.
Training and capacity-building such as on storytelling,
movement building and speaking with the media
were key elements.

The training was fully integrated into a sustained,
meaningful process of research and advocacy.
This made it targeted and therefore effective.

Fisani explains that during this period their “work
became strengthened across the province, not in
terms of just the number of actions, but also the type
of work that we do in those shelters. It got better”.

Attracting the attention of those in power

In December 2019, South Africa’s Commission for
Gender Equality, a constitutional body, held public
investigative hearings on the state of shelters.
Remarkably, it became clear that the National Shelter
Movement had fully informed the Commission’s
investigation and they were cited as the main
contributor of research and information about
the functioning of shelters. The Commission was
therefore able to “take the government to task about

their role and what they were doing”, Fisani explains.

Today, Fisani’s desire is to see that “the government
commits themselves seriously in terms of fighting
GBV”. But “it is also a commitment from local
community members, because violence is something
that happens in our comfortable spaces, in our own
neighbour’s household, in our own households. We
all need to play a part, and not look away, because it
is only through taking active participation that we’re
going to fight this.”

\WOMEN-DRIVEN FOOD
SECURITY ON FARMS

“You’ve got to communicate with the soil. There’s a
time of year when the soil speaks to you” explains
Madelein Herwil walking through a food garden below
the mountains between Paarl and Franschhoek near
Cape Town, “and it worked out very nicely last year.
We had a huge harvest of pumpkins, squash, carrots
and spinach”.

Madelein is an organiser from the Women on Farms
Project?, based in the Western Cape province of
South Africa, well-known as one of the country’s

9 Women on Farms project: https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064137881308.
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major tourist destinations and home to the city of
Cape Town. The province accounts for almost half of
the country’s agricultural exports according to the
Western Cape Provincial Government.

It is here where women farm workers are building
collective power to end the underlying social and
political conditions that cause poverty and inequality,
not only by producing their own food, but using
agroecology to develop a more sustainable way of
farming.

Building food security and incomes

Women farm workers have the least job security as
“men are the most employed persons on the farm.
Women normally only get to do seasonal work, and
when the season is over, there are no jobs for women”,
explains Madelein. This also means that with less
income, there is less money to buy food.

With funding from the Cooperation Ministry of
Germany and partnering with Oxfam South Africa,
Women on Farms has worked, through its food
garden project, with over 450 women farmworkers
across the Western Cape to develop and sustain
food gardens.

Sustainability for the long term

Madelein explains that “it is not easy, especially for
women, because everybody is just so used to men
doing this stuff”. Many women farmworkers also live
in substandard housing and getting enough water to
make the food gardens grow can be difficult.

But now “they can have these beautiful food gardens”,
Madelein says, “because if there is a food garden,
there will always be food on the table”. Ordinarily,
“they have to pay a lot of money to buy vegetables at
the supermarket, but now they are saving money. By
producing these food gardens, they are saving a lot.”

Ultimately the gardens are helping address social,
economic and climate inequalities, particularly in
terms of skills, access to food security, and working
with those heavily impacted by climate change. They
also point to the larger, underlying gender inequality
faced around historical injustice. Today, Women on
Farms is advocating for a broader social wage and for
access to land. With their own land Madelein says,
“these women, really they can be farmers.”

Building on existing organisational networks

The project offered training in agroecology, an approach promoted by the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization which focuses on holistic, sustainable, and contextual practices, as well as providing starter seeds
and equipment. They managed to expand across the region and become effective because the organisation
could leverage previously existing, strong organisational networks, while connecting the development of the
food gardens with their advocacy and political work, rather than developing food gardens in isolation from the
broader political and social context.

Karlien Martin, a retired farmworker who has lived on the farm for over 21 years, started her food garden here
with Madelein’s help. The COVID pandemic brought food insecurity to the fore in South Africa. But on this
farm, Karlien depended on her food garden, not just for herself, but to share with the community around her.
Indeed, Madelein speaks of the gardens’ existence at the beginning of COVID as a “huge, huge victory” given
how essential they were to feeding so many people.
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PARAGUAY

Shining a light on structural inequalities

Paraguay has one of the highest levels of inequality
in South America. The country has a total
population of 7.45 million inhabitants (2022), of
whom 121 000%° (1.62%) are indigenous people
and are the most affected by all the different types
of inequality.

Paraguay ranks 105 out of 191 countries on the
UNDP’s Human Development Index!!. Despite a
reduction of income inequality between 2003 and
2020, significant inequalities persist. According to
the World Inequality Database, 1% of the population
holds almost 20% of national income, with the top
10% holding more than 50%.'%2 Poverty, measured
as the ability to afford a basic basket of goods and
services to meet minimum nutritional and other
needs, affected up to 26.9% of the population
in 2021.
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THE STRUGGLE TO PUT
INEQUALITY ON THE AGENDA

The ongoing legacy of one of South America longest
dictatorships (1954-1989) is felt, both in terms of
the persistently high levels of inequality and limited
political interest and involvement. Civil society
organisations have struggled to raise awareness of
the issue and their calls on the government to tackle
persistent inequalities have not been heard.

In recent years, the stability of the Paraguayan
economy and continued growth have not been
translated into a substantial reduction in economic
inequalities. Young people in Paraguay have an
unemployment rate above average, even higher in
rural areas, so for many of them migration to urban
centres is the only alternative.

10 INE (National Institute of Statistics), https://www.ine.gov.py/default.php?publicacion=2.

11 “Human Development Report, 2021-22," UNDP, September 2022, https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2021-22.

12 “Paraguay,” World Inequality Database, https://wid.world/country/paraguay/.
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Paraguay ranks 111 out of 170 countries in the
UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index.!* The activism
of conservative groups has hindered the efforts
of human rights defenders to address gender
inequalities as well as questions of sexual and
reproductive rights.

Empowering women, youth
and persons with disabilities

Europe has been playing a role to support the efforts
of Paraguayan civil society organisations to tackle
inequalities. They see the EU and its Member States
as allies in raising awareness about the multiple
dimensions of inequalities not or only partially
addressed by national authorities.

The following stories illustrate the
positive contribution Europe can
make to improving the situation in
Paraguay. They show how women can
be empowered in a context of climate
vulnerability and social exclusion and
give examples of actions to improve
the access of young people in rural
areas to employment and a decent
income; as well as action to foster the
participatory design of policies for
people with disabilities involving the
leadership of self-advocates.

SUSTAINED ACTION

FOR GENDER EQUALITY

IN A CONTEXT OF CLIMATE
EMERGENCY

“I thought it was just me, but | realised that among
the women who were in the same organisation we
hid the truth of what was happening to us”. Jazmin,
founder of the Women’s House (Casa de las Mujeres),
explains the isolation she experienced first-hand as a
result of gender inequality.

Jazmin lives in the Bafiado de Asuncidon4, an area of
the capital city where the rural migrant population
is concentrated and which takes its name from the
Paraguay river, which “bathes” (bafia, in Spanish)
the area, flooding it frequently. This informal
settlement near the city centre is the poorest area
of Asuncidn. The impact of the El Nifio phenomenon,
causing floods and epidemics of dengue, Zika and

13 Gender Inequality Index, Gll dataset, UNDP, 2021,

chikungunya has been particularly devastating in
this area.

Addressing gender inequality
by using detailed knowledge
of the community

The combination of climatic, economic and social
inequalities, especially in access to housing, make the
Bafiado a particularly risky area.

“The Bafado welcomes all kinds of people without
distinction, people from the countryside, from
indigenous communities, foreign migrants, the
LGBTQI+ community, people with disabilities. A lot of
people keep coming every year”, Jazmin tells us.

3

Jazmin, director of.Casa de la Mujergle &

Photo by Pablo Ortiz. Credits: CONCO@D

In 2017 and 2018 there were two major floods?®,
so humanitarian assistance was key to support the
affected population. Two projects financed by the
Basque Government (Spain)t” and channelled by
Oxfam Intermén focused on the transformative
leadership of women in emergency contexts, and
specifically in the Bafiado.

The project focused on the transitory migration
and temporary relocation of the inhabitants of the
Bafiado communities. Based on the identification of
priorities by the community, it was clear that violence
against women increased in moments of crisis such
as floods, so the project implemented strategies for
the prevention of this violence, the empowerment
of women and the generation of sustainable
livelihoods.

https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/thematic-composite-indices/gender-inequality-index#/indicies/GlI.

14 https://www.conacyt.gov.py/sites/default/files/upload_editores/u454/Lilbro_urbanzacion_asuncion.pdf.

15 https://www.ultimahora.com/mas-21000-desplazados-inundaciones-asuncion-n1130570.html.

16 https://dgvs.mspbs.gov.py/webdgvs/files/boletines_inundaciones/SE43_2018 Boletin_Inundaciones.pdf.

17 https://euskalankidetza.hegoa.ehu.eus/es/projects/4380.
https://euskalankidetza.hegoa.ehu.eus/es/projects/2841.
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An emergency-related project generating long-lasting outcomes:
When the focus on inequalities enables sustainable impacts.

The initial purpose of the project was to attend to the humanitarian emergency related to the floods, but
it managed to generate results that still last today.

With a view to achieving a sustainable impact, the project sought to address the structural factors of
inequality in the Banado, with a focus on gender inequality.

In order to assess the specific needs and realities of the women in the community, the project carried out a
diagnosis of the situation and a self-administered survey of the women. Based on this precise knowledge,
the project focused on promoting female leadership through economic empowerment.

In addition, in order to reach particularly marginalised women, the project adopted an intersectional
approach by focusing on young, indigenous women and addressing potential situations of gender-based
violence.

The Women’s House (Casa de las Mujeres) is a sustainable outcome, made possible thanks to the focus of

the project on inequalities and the precise knowledge of the realities and needs of the community.

Financial autonomy and safe spaces

Jazmin is an active participant in grassroots women’s
organisations in the area. When she realised that
the initial project diagnosis showed that many adult
and adolescent women suffered or had suffered
gender-based violence as she had, she decided to get
involved in order to contribute to actions that could
be sustained over time.

Jazmin and the other Bafnado women who made up
the initial Women’s Circle group received training to
start a business and support to sell their products.
They decided to make bedding and this activity
was the nucleus around which the women could
meet and share their concerns. That group, initially
six women, has expanded to 45 and is still working
today. From the beginning of the project, the
group realised that combining entrepreneurship
and the opportunities to share experience in the
Women'’s Circle have contributed to their emotional
and financial empowerment to break away from
the gender-based violence that many of them
experience.

A Women's House to durably
transform the community

The Women'’s Circle was not, however, only a place
to meet and talk. As a consequence of the visibility
and awareness of gender-based violence and the
support made available by the project, it also became
a safe place for both adult and adolescent women
victims of violence. A physical safe space, called
the Women’s House where temporary shelter and
support is given to women victims of violence, was

set up by the core group of women who initially
worked on the project and is one of its tangible and
lasting legacies.

Jazmin explains that “when we hear about a woman
who is experiencing violence, we do not intervene
abruptly but we invite her for coffee or lunch and while
chatting we let her know about her rights”. Based on
this awareness, women break with the normalisation
of the violence they suffer and receive support to get
out of the vicious circle.

Since the Women’s House became a shelter for
women experiencing violence, they have identified
other groups that also suffer from it, essentially
LGBTQI+ adolescents and young people who are
rejected by their families and who are even more
invisible. “Following on from our work, we saw the
need to train ourselves to understand the realities
of LGBTQI+ people in the community. We trained
ourselves to support them. We are working to create
a non-violent space for them here, too”.

Jazmin considers it essential to train women leaders
in the area to ensure the continuity of the space. “/
would like the Women’s House to grow, that this fight
that seeks to improve the living situation of women
and LGBTQI+ boys and girls does not end.”
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SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE’S
INCOME SECURITY IN RURAL AREAS

Fatima is proud of what she has achieved with her
small business: “Some people made fun of me because
they didn’t believe my business would work. Now they
want to copy me”.

Fatima is a young mother who lives In Caaguazu,
a rural area 180 kilometres from the country’s
capital. Through a mobile messaging application, she
received an advertisement from the local office of
Plan International. The organisation offered a series
of soft skills training courses and the opportunity
of entering a contest to win a seed fund to start
or strengthen a business. She decided to enter
and won the contest, which included support for
the development of her egg production business,
as well as support for marketing her products.

The Sape’a Project!® is implemented by Plan
International in association with the Ministry of
Labour of Paraguay and with funding from the Spanish
Agency for Development Cooperation (AECID). It
started in 2014 and its second phase was still in force
at the end of 2022.

Sape’a has reached people that the public
employment policies of the Paraguayan Government
have not been able to, providing them with soft
skills, technical and entrepreneurship training. The
project placed special emphasis on women because
of the multiple forms of discrimination they
experience, and especially those who have abandoned
their studies. It also focused on the indigenous
people of Caaguazu®®

Benefiting communities as a whole

Sape’a has set itself the goal of benefiting not only the
participants, but also the communities in which they live.

The support provided to young people through Sape’a
reportedly contributes to the dynamism of communities
and generates new opportunities that break the economic
inequalities in prosperity between rural and urban areas.
By supporting young people committed to tackling climate
and environmental challenges, the project also contributes
to developing sustainable agricultural solutions that can
improve food security.

“I was able to choose between help to find a job or
starting a business. | chose to start a business because
| want to be my own boss and to be able to keep my
daughter with me,” says Fatima, who felt the effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused her to lose
her previous job.
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Fatima was able, with the support of the project, to train
in soft skills, entrepreneurship and business planning.
In addition, with the seed capital she received, she was
able to buy 50 more hens for egg production to sell
in the area, both to her neighbours and local stores.
She wants to expand production to sell not only eggs,
but also chickens, ducks and geese. “My income has
increased and | now contribute alongside my husband
to the household expenses. | have been achieving my
goals and | want to reach new ones”.

When a young farmer wants
to contribute to the 2030 Agenda

Fabidn lives with his family, who owns a plot of land
in the countryside. He is 26, an agronomist and is
finishing a master’s degree in animal production,
without ceasing to be “proudly a peasant and son of
peasants”.

Together with his parents, he planted tomatoes
on a small scale, to provide for themselves and to
sell to neighbours. By participating in the courses

18 In the Guarani language “Sape'a”’means “open your eyes”. The projects are "Right to education and decent work for adolescents and young
people in rural areas of Paraguay" SAPE'A (AECID Agreement 14-CO1-511) and "SAPE'A 2.0: Improving access to vocational training and
employment dignified through an inclusive and differential approach” (AECID Agreement 18-CO1-1190).

19 "Social determinants for access to employment for young women in Paraguay", https://plan-international.org/paraguay/publicaciones/
determinantes-sociales-para-el-acceso-a-empleo-de-las-mujeres-jovenes-en-paraguay/. "Job opportunities for young people in vulnerable
situations", https://plan-international.org/paraguay/publicaciones/oportunidades-laborales-para-personas-jovenes-en-situacion-de-

vulnerabilidad/.
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offered by Sape’a, he deepened his horticulture
and management skills, and with the seed capital
he was able to build two greenhouses to expand his
production of tomatoes, strawberries and other fruit
and vegetables.

One of the success factors of his business and that
of other young people in the project has been
the continued support and follow-up offered by
Plan International staff to each participant. “They
don’t give you something and then just leave you to
your fate, but they accompany and guide you. The
accompaniment was vital in this process”.

Fabian is interested in agroecology, which is why he
uses natural means to control pests and is going to
receive support from another project managed by
Plan International to produce clean and sustainable
energy. He was able to fulfil his dream of staying to
work in his place of origin, without having to migrate
to survive.

“Thanks to what | was able to obtain through the
projects, | am getting more training, studying more. |
would like to contribute to the implementation of the
2030 Agenda in my community”, he concluded.

SELF-ADVOCATES
LEADING THE STRUGGLE
FOR DISABILITY RIGHTS

Mario was born with a disability that progressed over
time and completely limited his mobility, which meant
he needs support to perform daily
tasks. “Children with disabilities
used to be abandoned by their
parents. This reality was not
recognised, and therefore there
were no specific public policies. It
is a story common to almost all of
South America.”

Mario is a communicator and
teacher, as well as an activist
for the rights of people with
disabilities. He was a member
of CONADIS, the National
Commission on Disability of
Paraguay.

“There are very narrow ideas of
what inclusion means: ‘we deliver
a wheelchair and that is already
inclusion’. Yet, inclusion is the

possibility of each person to be able to function, to
fulfil themselves in their lives as they wish. Regardless
of my physical condition, | have the right to live my life”,
said Mario.

Paraguay ratified the International Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2008.
However, there was still a long way to go before this
commitment was translated into concrete changes:
“Progress was slow and the possibility of improving
public policies for people with disabilities was
far away”.

A call to action for the equality of people
with disabilities

Through CONADIS, Mario got involved in the
implementation of the Bridging the Gap project®.
Funded by the European Union and several Member
States, it had two phases and carried out activities
aimed at increasing the inclusion of people with
disabilities in different countries of the Global South,
including Paraguay.

Inits first phase, the project validated several tools for
the implementation of the CRPD in Paraguay: human
rights indicators, guidelines for the implementation
of the 2030 Agenda in line with the Convention,
guidelines on data sources to populate indicators and
learning materials for the use of these instruments.

In its second phase, Bridging the Gap strengthened
the capacity of SENADIS, the National Secretariat for
the Human Rights of Persons with Disabilities and

Mario fromiBridging the Gap...
Photo by’ Juan,CarlosiLueas. Credits: CONCORD

20 The project was implemented by several organisations in several countries. In addition to AECID, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), these included the International and Ibero-American Foundation for Public Administration and Policies
(FIIAPP) of Spain, the Austrian Development Agency (ADA), the Italian Agency for Development Cooperation (IADC), the European Disability
Forum (EDF) and the International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC) and the Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. bridgingthegap-

project.eu
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CONADIS, made up of representatives of persons
with disabilities, by providing them with new tools
for the implementation and monitoring of the
National Plan for the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities 2015-203021.

“When Bridging the Gap appeared | was very curious,
as other initiatives were born of good intentions, but
with the often-mistaken assumption that they were
doing the right thing. The Bridging the Gap proposal
was an open invitation for people with disabilities to
make their realities known to the State and to society”.

A long-lasting strengthening
of government capacity

Through participatory processes, the project
developed indicators for the implementation of
the National Plan, which today incorporates inter-
institutional indicators that oblige the various
bodies of the government to comply with them as
a prerequisite for the disbursement of their regular
funds from the national budget. In addition, it
provided guidelines for simplifying data registration
procedures for people with disabilities, focused on
improving the accessibility of government websites
and prepared a study to improve the collection of
data on disability in the 2022 census. Bridging the
Gap also produced tools for inclusive education in the
country’s education system.

Nowadays, and despite the significant challenges
ahead, considerable progress has been made since
the ratification of the CRPD in 2008. “Today each
public institution has to report what was done, how it
was done. Bridging the Gap was a response to make
development cooperation accessible and inclusive for
people with disabilities, one that can have a significant
impact on improving social inclusion and promoting
our rights”, said Mario.

Involving self-advocates from
the outset was the key to success

When the second phase of Bridging the Gap was
announced, Mario established a direct dialogue with the
AECID. Mario’s ambition was for people with disabilities
to be true co-creators of it. So that, contrary to other
initiatives, Bridging the Gap included them from the very
beginning and put them and their realities at the centre.

His efforts paid off. Thanks to the activism of organisations
of people with disabilities, AECID accepted to shape the
project together with people with disabilities themselves:
“We all sat around the table and worked to make the project
inclusive. This is how we managed to lay the foundations
for a transversal and comprehensive public policy”.

What makes the difference for equality? | Paraguay H


https://acnudh.org/load/2019/07/047-Plan-de-Acci%C3%B3n-Nacional-DPcD.pdf

BANGLADESH
Closing the multiple gaps on the way to equality

With a population now of over 160 million people,
Bangladesh has seen major changes over the past
20 years; a growing economy, rising incomes and a
significant reduction in poverty.2? Ranking 129 out
of 191 countries in the UNDP’s Human Development
Index, these changes, however, have also been
accompanied by growing inequalities?. The World
Inequality Database shows that 1% of the population
holds over 16% of national income, with the top 10%
holding more than 40%.2*

THE MANY FACES OF INEQUALITY

The UNDP’s gender equality index shows that
Bangladesh has made significant advances in closing
the gender gap, but there is still a long way to go.

In 2020, it ranked 133 out of 162 countries in the
index.Z> Unequal access to healthcare and nutrition
have a particularly strong impact on women and
persons with disabilities. Working conditions, low and
unequal wages, and safety have been challenges in
the main industries, such as in garment production,
that have driven the economy and where women form
the majority of the workforce. The lack of economic
independence is a major concern for persons with
disabilities, whose job insecurity was aggravated by
the COVID-19 pandemic?®.

Roughly 20% of Bangladesh’s population still live
below the national poverty line according to the
Asian Development Bank.?’” Given its geography
and socio-economic conditions, Bangladesh is very

22 “Bangladesh Overview,” The World Bank: Data, https://data.worldbank.org/country/bangladesh

23 “Human Development Report, 2021-22," UNDP, September 2022, https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2021-22.

24 “Bangladesh,” World Inequality Database, https://wid.world/country/bangladesh/.

25 Gender Inequality Index, Gll dataset, UNDP, 2021,

https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/thematic-composite-indices/gender-inequality-index#/indicies/GlI.

26 https://www.edf-feph.org/content/uploads/2020/11/i2i-disability_and_covid-19-influencer_pack-accessible.pdf.

27 Asian Development Bank, Basic Statistics 2022, Asian Development Bank (April 2022), https://www.adb.org/countries/bangladesh/poverty.
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sensitive to climate change which is already having an
impact on many different groups of people across the
country, including those living in remote areas and
indigenous communities who already face significant
marginalisation.

Similarly, these communities have often struggled
to access justice given the complexity of legal
procedures, distance, expense and delays in resolving
disputes. There is a significant digital divide that
compounds many of these other inequalities.

Tackling unequal access to basic services

There are significant opportunities to close the gaps
and many stakeholders are committed to reducing
inequalities, so much more can be done.

Europe has a role to play in reducing inequality
in Bangladesh. The EU has been a partner for 50
years. “The EU and its Member States have had
positive impacts on inequalities in
Bangladesh, and that is relevant and
important”, says Ahmed Swapan
Mahmud, from VOICE, a Dhaka
rights-based advocacy organisation.

The three stories that follow show
how innovative projects funded
by the EU and two EU Member
States are helping to reduce
inequality across a diverse range
of issues: access to justice and
dispute resolution for marginalised
communities, strengthening
and supporting young people
to advocate for change and
create jobs, and breaking the
digital and health divide through
community and women-driven
telemedicine.

VILLAGE COURTS
STRENGTHEN JUSTICE
IN MARGINALISED
COMMUNITIES

In early 2021, after Kamona Rani tried to prevent
her neighbours from trespassing onto her land, her
neighbours assaulted her and destroyed her crops.

Kamona is a widow and lives with her three children
in Naogaon, a district in northern Bangladesh. Like
Kamona, most people who live here are farmers and
many subsist below the poverty line, although they
play an important role in the agricultural economy of
this primarily rural region.

The unequal road to justice

Case backlogs at district level courts were always
extremely high. To address this challenge, the
government of Bangladesh enacted the Village Court
Act in 2006, establishing a system of local courts. The
courts were intended to provide an alternative to
district courts, mainly dealing with smaller civil and
criminal dispute resolution services in rural areas.

Yet, when Kamona reported her case, she had to
travel to the police station 17 km away. The police
sent the case to the District Judge Court located 27 km
away. Six months later there was still no concrete
outcome.

Kamona explains how she “visited local leaders for
solution of the dispute but received no result from
them. My son-in-law and | went to the police station
and district court five times to follow-up on the case.”
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Kamona had to spend BDT 28 000 (EUR 278) for travel
and other costs and repeatedly lost daily wages.
As she explains, “I was passing days with mental
suffering. My family was always worried that the
opponents could harm us.”

Making a local justice system work

The Activating Village Courts in Bangladesh
programme?8, co-funded by the European Union and
the UNDP, sought to strengthen the village courts
system.

28 https://www.villagecourts.org/. You may also consult information about the programme on the website of the EU’s Delegation in Bangladesh.
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The first pilot phase of the project ran from 2009-
2015 to test the project concept. The second
phase implemented the programme in 27 districts
nationally and ended in 2020. In these 27 districts,
the Activating Village Courts programme has been
active in over 1000 Union Parishads, the most local
unit of rural government.

Partnering with the government of Bangladesh, and
with capacity-building support from civil society
organisations in various regions, particularly legal
services NGOs who assisted in the initial stages of
setting up courts in those regions, Activating Village
Courts provided financial, technical, and capacity
support in thousands of localities across Bangladesh.

Winning compensation

During the second phase of the project, issues
brought to the Village Courts were wide-ranging,
such as land, income, altercations, theft and financial
disputes. As the project moves into its third phase,
the Village Courts now reach roughly 21 million
people and are helping to reduce social and political
inequality by providing access to justice, particularly
for rural communities.

In early 2022, the district court referred Kamona’s
case to the Vimpur Union Parishad to resolve it
through the Village Court. A hearing was held and as
Kamona explained, “no lawyer was required; rather |
myself gave my statement before the Village Court. |
had to spend a huge amount of time and money while
my case continued in the district court whereas | had
to pay nothing for the village court”.

The Village Court found in her favour and awarded
her compensation for the destruction of her crops
and medical expenses. For Kamona, this was a major
victory — she got “fair justice within a short period”.

Wide outreach through local awareness,
capacity building and resources

The project achieved wide outreach through the combination
of adequate resourcing and capacity building for officials in the
Union Parishads, to ensure the courts were able to function.

Another key element of the village courts’ success is their
local nature, as communities both know about them and
have easy access when needed.

To strengthen local access, the project developed local
community knowledge of the courts and their roles. The
project used an outreach approach, connecting with broader
sets of local NGOs through public awareness campaigns. In
so doing, marginalised communities were more easily able to
find out about and then access these low-cost, small courts.

YOUTH INNOVATE TO FIGHT
INEQUALITY IN ACCESS TO PUBLIC
SERVICES

At one of the Agnibina Youth Group’s monthly
meetings, they decided that their community needed
an ambulance and came up with a plan with a rather
unexpected and locally-created solution: a battery-
powered ‘easy bike’.
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The group comes from Shat Gambuj in the Bagerhat
District of Bangladesh, explains Marzana Khatun,
a group member who lives in the remote village of
Saira, Bagerhat, where the small community struggles
year on year with the direct consequences of climate
change. Flooding regularly leaves them “almost
submerged in water”, destroying homes and roads
and leaving communities with “no water to drink or
cook with”, as Marzana says. There are “no facilities,
no bathroom, not even an ambulance”, making it
difficult to transfer patients, especially pregnant
women, to hospitals.

Organising and supporting young people

The Agnibina Youth Group is part of a youth hub of the
broader district of Bagerhat, a district in the south-west
of the country where climate change is already having
significant impacts. In this context, young people in
Bagerhat, like in many other regions of Bangladesh,
do not have access to adequate support systems and
their voices are marginalised in the decisions that
affect their lives and those of their communities.

Action Aid Bangladesh works with young people by
developing youth hubs and youth groups within them.
Supported by funding from the Danish International
Development Agency and Action Aid Denmark,
Action Aid Bangladesh has worked with young people
on its Action for Impact (A4l) project and the Global
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Platform Bangladesh. The A4l project fosters active
youth engagement in policy-making and economic
development, while its Global Platforms provides
the vehicle to support and organise movements and
individuals promoting socio-economic and political
change.

A bicycle transforms a local public service

Initially formed by a group of five people, the
Agnibina Youth Group now involves 45 young people
advocating for rights in their community.

Sousan Suha is an outreach officer with Action
Aid Bangladesh who works closely with the youth
hubs. Sousan explains that the hubs help “facilitate
collective action” and deal with a range of issues
such as gender-based violence, climate resilience and
entrepreneurship. By 2022 they had developed seven
youth hubs in Bangladesh, one of them located in
Bagerhat.

The Agnibina Youth Group was supported by the
project to defend their rights, develop skills and
common initiatives, giving them both collective
power and momentum, reducing political, social and
income inequality.

After the Agnibina Youth Group decided the
community needed an ambulance, they initiated
consultation meetings and discussions with the
authorities. Although the Chair of the local Union
Parishad was open to the idea of an ambulance,
financial constraints meant a long wait and no
improvement to the situation.

The group came up with the idea to transform a
battery-powered electric bike into an ambulance. The
Chair agreed and the ambulance service was launched
in November 2020, providing hospital transport to a
community that never had this before.

While this was a big win for the youth group, there is still
much to be done. Amongst other things, they are now
working on a new campaign on Sexual Reproductive

Health and Rights, facilitating the distribution of
sanitary pads to women in the community. For
Marzana, who wants to help people this means
“working with the group to go door-to-door”.

\WOMEN-DRIVEN TELEMEDICINE
AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Bondana Roy dreamed of opening a Women Business
Centre after being involved in similar centres in
nearby villages. In 2019 this became a reality,
when she and four other women started their own
centre.

Bondana lives in Gangarampur, Khulna District, in
south-west Bangladesh. In 2021, the Gangarampur
Women’s Business Centre became involved with a
project initiated by the Bangladesh office of British
charity United Purpose. The project, “Mobilising
Rural Women Entrepreneurs for COVID-19 Response
and Recovery in Bangladesh”, enabled Bondana to
start offering a unique telemedicine service through
a smartphone-based digital application called Click
Health.

The project was implemented by the German
Cooperation Agency (GIZ) and funded by the
European Union and the German Federal Ministry
for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ).
The year before the COVID pandemic, as United
Purpose Senior Adviser, Subhagya Mangal Chakma
explains, the organisation initiated a pilot phase to
test a new model for telemedicine with 58 of the
grassroots enterprise hubs called Women Business
Centres (WBC) they had previously established
in four districts. Through social enterprise and
entrepreneurship United Purpose’s WBC model aims
at contributing to safe and nutritious foods, healthy
lives and a sustainable planet.

Developing an open-source application

United Purpose and local tech company, mPower,
developed several applications as part of the project.
One of these was the Click Health platform. A patient

Putting youth priorities and agency at the centre

The project was successful and able to grow thanks to its focus on youth-driven social change. It focused on
issues that matter to young people (public services, skills and decent work).

Moreover, the intervention was successful in building bridges across civil society, government and the private

sector through a multi-stakeholder approach

Crucially, the project included training on a range of issues, such as human rights-based approaches to social
change, and consequently provided an organizing vehicle through which young people themselves can work

together and raise their voices.
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visits a WBC entrepreneur who
connects them with a remote
doctor for consultation through
the platform. The doctor provides
instructions and a prescription can
be printed by a thermal printer at
the WBC.

During the course of 2020 and
2021, they worked with WBCs
across the country to roll it out in
areas such as in Gangarampur as
well as others like Chittagong Hill
Tracts in the south-east, home
to a large indigenous population
and where a 1997 peace accord
ended a two-decade long civil
war. Sustained engagement and
presence, alongside substantial customisation of the
project the local situation was essential.

entrepreneur may only speak an indigenous language
that the doctor does not speak, prescribed medicine
may not be available in a local pharmacy, and internet
During this period, Bondana received skills connectivity may be low in particularly remote areas.
development training on Click Health as well as
instruction in preventative measures and safe vital
sign testing. The centre then received computer and
medical equipment.

These all required solutions outside of the application
— doctors who could speak the indigenous language,
assisting local medicine providers and getting mobile
routers to boost internet connectivity.

In Gangarampur, as Bondana explains, the closest
hospital is over 12 km away and can be expensive.
Her community could now come to the nearby WBC
for consultations and tests, which were also a lot
cheaper. Bondana now coordinates with the Union
Community Clinic and sub-district hospital and refers
patients there where necessary.

Tens of thousands of patients have now undergone
consultations and registered for health and nutrition
services. Not only has this provided healthcare
and economic activity, but is also contributing
to reducing malnutrition through testing. And as
Bondana explains, it is of particular help to female
patients, who are more comfortable speaking
openly with women, as opposed to interacting with
mainly male doctors which had mainly been the
Connecting to the existing ecosystem: case beforehand.

a key success factor
Setting a strong foundation and buildingincrementally

was important. Ultimately, the project reduced the
digital divide and social and economic inequality by
enabling women to become entrepreneurs through
a digital platform to provide healthcare services
to underserved communities. Fifty-eight WBCs
served over 26 831 patients through the Click Health
Teleconsultation service from 21 October 2020
to 30 September 2022. 116 trained women
entrepreneurs are providing telemedicine health
services through Click Health and the complementary
app Coronay Koronio, developed to identify COVID-19

The project positioned community partners as drivers,
listening to their visions and integrating it into the growing
network of business centres.

The project engaged with the full local context. The
application is central to the solution, but technologies do
not exist in a vacuum. Dealing with the broader context and
overcoming challenges outside of the technology makes all
the difference in making technology successful. Building the
project on pre-existing networks of women entrepreneurs
and Women Business Centres was key.

symptoms.
Thinking locally and holistically Going forward, the plan is to integrate Click Health
to create a community-driven service with several of the other applications. This is shifting

access through a women-driven service to healthcare
services and economic opportunities for people at risk
of exclusion and discrimination across the country.

Looking at the whole system and adjusting to the local
context was important in rolling out the platform
in areas like Chittagong Hill Tracts. For example, an
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THE WAY FORWARD:

SYSTEMIC CHANGE

Our journey through South Africa, Paraguay and
Bangladesh highlights the tangible effects of
inequalities on people’s lives.

The projects included in this report show how the
European Unionand EU Member States can contribute
to tackling inequalities. However, they need to do
more to ensure that all projects, actions and policies
enable a structural change in political and economic
systems, which can lead to lasting systemic change.

FROM RECOGNITION
TO FURTHER ACTION

Our civil society partners in South Africa, Paraguay
and Bangladesh highlighted the importance of their
work to reduce inequalities, which is a priority for
them. “When you come to South Africa, inequalities
arein front of your eyes”, Joseph Eliabson Maniragena
from African Monitor, a civil society organisation, told
CONCORD. “South Africa and inequalities cannot be
separated”, confirmed Vanessa Black, from Biowatch,
another CSO based in the country.

Some of our partners told us that operationalising
the reduction of inequalities in programmes can
be challenging, but that it is a very useful concept
for advocacy, as it can make it more efficient and
comprehensive. This is key to ensure policy dialogue
leaves no one behind. “The wide scope of the
concept of ‘inequalities’” makes it possible to engage
with many people confronted with many different
challenges”, Ahmed Swapan Mahmud, from VOICE, a
Bangladeshi CSO, told CONCORD.

Officials from the EU and EU Member States that
CONCORD met in South Africa, Paraguay and
Bangladesh confirmed this analysis and agreed that
reducing inequalities is one of their key challenges.
Nonetheless, more needs to be done to ensure that
this acknowledgement of the problem translates into
practical commitments.

Inequalities recognised...

The EU and EU Member State officials we met consider
that tackling inequalities is not only an ethical
and human rights obligation, but also the correct
approach to facilitate meaningful conversations with
key players and thereby generate sustainable change.

Matteo Sirtori, Head of Cooperation at the European
Union Delegation in Paraguay, told CONCORD that
“inequalities in Paraguay are very evident, because
they remain high even though economic growth
has been strong”, explaining why the EU has made
inequalities a priority in the country. Paraguay
is set to see a Team Europe Initiative focused on
inequalities, although details were not available
at the time of drafting this report. Fernando Rey,
Head of Spanish cooperation in Paraguay until 2022,
agreed that reducing the inequality gap in access to
basic rights is crucial and, indeed, a responsibility for
the international community in line with the 2030
Agenda commitments.

Asked about the process that led the EU’s Delegation
to South Africa to focus on inequalities, Project
Manager Aurélie Voix explained to CONCORD that
this issue was central to the demands made by civil
society organisations themselves. “It is a concept that
resonates strongly with our South African partners.
There is no way around inequalities in this country:
they are in everyone’s mouth; you need to address
them. It is a concept that activates partners”.

In some cases, European donors have purposely
generated dialogue on inequalities with government
and civil society. Mr Sirtori explained that this focus
on inequalities provides a new, more comprehensive
outlook on the different policy sectors and their role
in ensuring systemic change: “By adopting the prism
of inequality, investment in education, for example,
is not made just for the sake of improving it, but also
becomes key to building a more equal society. It is
important to talk about inequalities, to put them
in the title of the programmes, because that forces
people to talk about them”, he said.
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.. but insufficiently targeted

One European donor in Bangladesh highlighted the
importance of making the reduction of inequalities
a key priority which should be mainstreamed into
the donor country’s international cooperation
framework and thus provide direction for project
design and implementation. However, they
acknowledged the need for practical guidance
and tools to effectively incorporate inequality
reduction into programme objectives. CONCORD
found little evidence that guidance and tools for
this purpose were available or used in the countries
we studied.

As an illustration of this gap, another European
donor acknowledged that the extent to which
project proposals address inequalities is not a
criterion for making funding decisions. Across
the projects CONCORD analysed in South Africa,
Paraguay and Bangladesh, it became clear that
inequalities were more often encountered
along the way rather than being a key, explicit
priority at the beginning of a project. The concept
of inequality and how to reduce it provides a
meaningful framework to understand the lived
experiences of individuals and how their lives
might be changed, but does not seem to have been
systematically addressed when thinking about and
designing projects.

This resonates with CONCORD’s previous
analyses?®, which have shown that, in spite of
the recognition of inequalities in international
cooperation policies, most EU Member States
lack dedicated tools to ensure that inequality
reduction is coherently, comprehensively and
systematically embedded in their programmes.
This includes, inter alia, lack of guidance on how
to carry out an analysis of inequality trends and
their determinants in partner countries, and on
how to monitor the impacts on inequalities,
including on the most marginalised groups.

CONCORD recommends
that the EU and EU Member States:

Mainstream inequality reduction in international
cooperation and partnership strategies, policies
and programmes. This is not yet the case in all EU
Member States and there are gaps in EU policies
for international partnerships3°.

Make tackling inequalities a true priority by
including it as a specific criterion in calls for
funding and when evaluating and selecting
project proposals.

Design and implement tools to address
inequalities multidimensionally3! in partner
countries. These include, among others, ex ante
assessments of drivers of inequalities in the partner
country, monitoring and evaluation of inequality
trends, guidance and exchange of practices.

Involve in-country CSOs in producing analyses and
assessments, as they can offer unique knowledge
of the drivers of inequalities in their countries.

Collect disaggregated data in analyses and
assessments, broken down into the categories of
income, sex, age, race, ethnicity, migrant status,
disability and geographical location at a minimum.

Use the full potential of the OECD-DAC markers
on disability and gender, which Member States
do not yet implement systematically and use
comparable approaches and quality of reporting32.
Where the European Commission does use both,
it needs to ensure adequate financial and human
resources to enable quality implementation. It
should adopt the target of earmarking 20% of
its Official Development Aid (ODA) for projects
directly addressing the root causes of gender
inequalities and having gender equality as a
principal objective33,

Implement the income inequality marker that the
European Commission adopted in 202234, ex ante
and ex post, including the Distributional Impact
Assessment. Implementation should capture
the multiple dimensions of inequalities and the
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intersections between them. The European
Commission should conduct an assessment of the
new marker in the medium term.

e Invest in human resources and training in
inequalities for officials based in headquarters and
in partner countries alike. This should include peer
learning across EU Member States and between
officials of the EU and its Member States.

A PEOPLE-CENTRED APPROACH
TO TACKLING INEQUALITIES

The interesting examples from South Africa, Paraguay
and Bangladesh illustrate key features aligned with
CONCORD’s definition of what a people-centred
approach (PCA) to international cooperation
involves3>,

1. Address multiple dimensions
of inequalities and how they intersect

The projects show that a multidimensional and
intersectional®® approach is essential. Social reality
comprises multiple dimensions of inequality, which
compound and interact with each other. Giving due
consideration to these multiple dimensions in the
design and evaluation of projects will improve their
impacts and ensure that the Leave No One Behind
principle is upheld.

Projects with a primary focus on gender equality
addressed multiple dimensions of inequality,
including other types of social inequality (rural-
urban divide), economic (living wages and access to
services), and political (access to decision-making).
Some projects encompassed the impact of climate
change and the digital divide. By examining how
gender equality intersects with other forms of
discrimination and exclusion, these projects were
able to reach marginalised women.

The remaining projects, most of which CONCORD
found had taken gender equality into account,
demonstrate the importance of considering
multiple dimensions simultaneously. For example,
from the outset the Bridging the Gap project in
Paraguay considered the inequalities faced by people
with disabilities in accessing decision-making. This
ensured the project could effectively capture and

address the full range of inequalities they experience.
Asivikelane, in South Africa, addressed inequalities
in access to services experienced by people living in
informal settlements by tackling their unequal access
to the political process. The two examples illustrate
how multidimensionality and intersectionality
are not an option, but a requirement for effective
change.

2. Engage with communities to address
their experiences of inequalities

Although inequalities exist everywhere, the ways
they are framed, lived and experienced by people
vary across regions and countries, and within
countries and communities.

Several of the projects we analysed included
interesting practices of community engagement. For
instance, the project that led to Casa de las Mujeres
(Women’s House) in Paraguay consulted women in
order to plan actions that could better respond to
their needs; in South Africa, the funding received by
Women on Farms focused on developing an already
existing community network of women farmers;
and Action 4 Impact in Bangladesh focused on
organising young people to raise awareness of their
own needs.

Policy dialogue and CSO consultation are
important tools for the EU and its Member States to
understand the drivers of inequalities, the specific
needs of communities and plan for more impactful
programmes and projects. Such consultations
can also encourage local ownership of European
initiatives, enhance mutual trust and stimulate shared
understanding of country-specificissues, perspectives
and approaches.

The EU and EU Member State officials whom
CONCORD met have been involved in dialogue
with CSO partners in the country and have gained
insights into their concerns and priorities. Yet, many
of the CSO partners told CONCORD that there were
gaps which might be filled by better dialogue. Some
claimed that the EU and EU Member States’ dialogue
with partner country governments took systematic
precedence over the dialogue with CSOs. Whereas
this can be understandable in the framework of
bilateral relations, the shared feeling points to a
disproportionate lack of consideration for dialogue
with civil society. Some CSOs mentioned the barriers
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they experienced in accessing European funding
programmes, including requirements they struggle
to meet, such as partnering with Europe-based
organisations, and unequal treatment once they
become project partners.

One concern is the perception that Europe is
increasingly disengaging from their countries:
“The assumption that the South African government
will step in to fund CSOs is wrong; we still need
donors to support us”, said Joseph Eliabson,
from African Monitor. Similarly, in Paraguay, CSO
partners3” expressed concern about the fact
that the country’s transition to an upper-middle-
income status may result in European donors
withdrawing and were worried that a narrow focus
on GDP growth may motivate this decision despite
persistent inequalities.

3. Focus on long-term change

For programmes and projects to effectively tackle
inequalities and promote systemic change, it is crucial
to ensure their sustainability. This involves local
ownership and embedding their outcomes within
the local ecosystem for long-term viability.

“Systemic change doesn’t happen overnight, it takes
time. But once you build the capacity of a community
to address inequalities, they don’t require us
anymore”, said Tanjir Hossain from ActionAid
International’s office in Bangladesh.

The projects analysed demonstrated interesting ways
in which long-term change can be implemented.
For example, the Village Courts in Bangladesh
strengthened the existing national system of local
justice courts; Asivikelane in South Africa established
a sustainable channel for residents of informal
settlements to communicate their needs to the
government; and Bridging the Gap in Paraguay shaped
national policies and secured new commitments
from the government for the inclusion of people
with disabilities. Asked about the success factors of
the latter, Fernando Rey, from Spanish cooperation
in Paraguay, explained that the relationship between
the different institutions of the State and civil society
was crucial.

However, the positive impacts on the lives of groups
and individuals, and the ability to produce long-term
results, do not always translate into true systemic
change, understood as a structural change in the
way the political and economic systems function,
and that benefits everyone. After years of European

cooperation, some CSO partners explicitly expressed
their wish to see Europe contributing to deeper
change. “We see little structural change”, claimed
one CSO partner in Paraguay. Ahmed Swapan
Mahmud, from VOICE, stated that “both the EU and
Bangladesh should act together to get good value for
money. There are huge challenges and there are no
appropriate and comprehensive transparent public
mechanisms monitoring aid and its effectiveness in
reality.”

4. Support communities’ efforts to defend
human rights

One of the most prominent roles our CSO partners
associate with the EU and its Member States is the
support given for the protection and promotion of
human rights. This helps them raise the visibility of
human rights issues which their governments may
feel reluctant or hostile about and may encourage
partner countries to initiate a dialogue about
previously neglected issues.

“The EU is a strategic partner for South Africa and
it is a helpful one. South African CSOs need the EU
for issues such as fighting corruption or gender-
based violence”, said Joseph Eliabson from African
Monitor. CSO representatives in Paraguay shared a
similar analysis. “The European Union gives strength
to the issues of inclusion and non-discrimination.
By supporting actions in relation to indigenous
communities, or by raising the LGTBQI+ flag, the EU
highlights the need to put these groups at the centre
of the attention.” The EU funds the annual human
rights report of CODEHUPY, the Paraguayan network
of human rights CSOs.

The projects we assessed contribute in different ways
to the protection and promotion of human rights.
Several of them focus on supporting communities’
agency to defend human rights, such as the project
to improve shelters for survivors of gender-based
violence in South Africa, Action 4 Impact and its
focus on young people’s collective action, or the
support for women in a marginalised community
in Asuncidn (Paraguay) that resulted in the Casa de
las Mujeres.
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CONCORD recommends
that the EU and EU Member States:

® Recognise and tackle the multiple dimensions of
inequalities and the ways they intersect when
designing programmes and projects, by using
the tools described above. Looking at intersecting
inequalities through an analytical lens will create
understanding of how multiple, combined sources
of discrimination can exacerbate inequalities in
access to and enjoyment of human rights. This is
indispensable to generate long-lasting outcomes
that leave no one behind.

e Make explicit commitments and provide guidance
on how to implement jointly and in synergy the
three available equality markers (OECD-DAC
gender and disability markers and the European
Commission’s income inequality marker); equip
officials to use tools such as the EU’s Human
Rights-Based Approach toolbox3® or the guidance
on addressing inequalities3®.

e Meaningfully and inclusively engage with
communities and local CSOs in partner countries
to ensure a solid understanding of their context
and true local ownership of programmes and
projects. This means ensuring a level playing field
between CSOs active at the EU level and local ones
and include issues of consultation and access to
funding®®. CONCORD’s seven practices for civil
society participation in EU decision-making offer
useful guidance in this regard.

e Ensure a solid human rights-based approach
across all programmes and projects, including
engagement with human rights activists and
support for their causes in dialogue with the
governments of partner countries.

e Work with the partner country government to
ensure systemic change and plan for sustainable
andlong-term change, by ensuringthatactions are
locally owned. This requires dialogue with partner
country governments to influence policy change
and capacity strengthening at national level, acting
on multidimensionality and intersectionality and
engaging with communities and local CSOs.

POLICY COHERENCE FOR SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT, A KEY CONDITION

Reducing inequalities and ensuring no one is left
behind are a specific Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG 10). Yet, as recognised by the European
Commission*!, all other SDGs relate, more or less
directly, to addressing inequalities in their multiple
dimensions.

Several of the projects we analysed referred explicitly
to the SDGs they contribute to.

To achieve the SDGs and tackle inequalities, Europe
must proactively collaborate with partner regions
and countries and avoid generating negative impacts
through its policies.

Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development
(PCSD) is the framework which makes it possible to
assess how different government or EU actions create
synergies or contradict one another®?. It is therefore a
critical tool to evaluate where the EU and its Member
States stand in relation to the SDGs and inequalities.

Our partnersin South Africa, Paraguay and Bangladesh
all pointed to incoherences. These can reportedly
outweigh the positive effects of European-funded
projects. The impression that Europe ‘gives with one
hand and takes away with the other’ was conveyed
in the views they shared with CONCORD: “Bangladesh
is becoming a middle-income country. The role of aid
and trade has changed. The EU and donor countries
are more interested in trade agreements, private
sector investments, and so on. Development dialogue
especially with civil society in the country is much
less frequent compared to past decades”, said Tanjir
Hossain, from ActionAid International.

For our partners in Paraguay and South Africa,
Europe’s trade policies are also of significant
concern. In Paraguay, the European demand for soy,
which aggravates the expulsion of indigenous people
from their lands, or the focus of the trade agreements
that the EU intends to reach with Mercosur, are
cause for concern. Partners also pointed to Europe’s
focus on big business relationships in their country,
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as opposed to smaller, sustainable and inclusive
ones. “Big companies, and a push for big data and
digitalisation seem to be on the cards at the moment,
rather than small, sustainable activities”, said Vanessa
Black, from Biowatch, South Africa.

There is a strong perception that the geopolitical
context is accelerating a shift in priorities away
from sustainable development and may add to the
incoherences already observed. One example is the
demand for natural resources which can be detrimental
to the partner countries: “The energy crisis in Europe
seems to be increasing pressure on prospection for
gas reserves along the coastline”, said Ms. Black. Many
expressed concerns over the risk of being forgotten by
Europe and receiving decreasing levels of funding as a
result of the war in Ukraine.

CONCORD recommends
that the EU and EU Member States?*3:

e Include a PCSD assessment, ex ante and ex
post, in all consultations on new policies and
programmes, and consult relevant stakeholders
from Europe and partner regions systematically
and meaningfully.

e Develop strategies and overarching
implementation plans for the Sustainable
Development Goals, which include impact
assessments, to ensure that all policies adhere to
PCSD principles.

e Ensure that any progressive domestic
commitments on sustainable development and
equalityalsoapply tointernational partnerships.
For instance, the European Commission must
ensure the Social Economy Action Plan it adopted
in 2021 has a truly international dimension**, by
enabling EU Delegations to identify and structure
a dialogue with sustainable and inclusive
businesses, which can play a powerful role in
tackling inequalities®.

e Increase the transparency of their partnerships
with partner countries, including not only
international cooperation programmes and
projects but also the impacts of all other EU
actions on the country, to improve monitoring,
and detect and redress inconsistencies.

P
THINKING c‘!"
BIGGER —

In summary, our research highlights the efforts
of the EU and Member States to fund projects
that are addressing people’s experiences of
inequalities. These initiatives provide valuable
insights into what further actions can be taken
to address systemic inequalities. Our findings
also underscore the critical role of civil society

as well as committed and well-equipped
EU officials in tackling inequalities. While
progress has been made, it is evident that EU
and Member States must do much more to
contribute to more just and equitable societies,
including by systematising, scaling-up, and
replicating programmes that target inequalities
and are owned by communities. By embracing
our recommendations and committing to bold
and ambitious action, the EU and its Member
States have a unique opportunity to make
significant progress towards a more equal
world, where everyone can thrive.

43 For more detailed recommendations that target the EU, please see “A test of the EU’s integrity towards the 2030 Agenda”, CONCORD, 2022,
https://concordeurope.org/resource/a-test-of-the-eus-integrity-towards-the-2030-agenda-the-status-of-policy-coherence-for-sustainable-development/

44 “Aligning the Social Economy Action Plan with the EU’s international partnerships”, CONCORD, 2021,
https://concordeurope.org/2021/12/23/op-ed-aligning-the-social-economy-action-plan-with-eus-international-partnerships/.

45 “Mind Our Business”, CONCORD, FTAO and Cooperatives Europe, 2021, https://concordeurope.org/2020/12/01/mind-our-business-amplify-the-
transformative-power-of-sustainable-and-inclusive-business-models-through-eu-external-action/.
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