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OPINION

Here’s some shocking
news: foreign aid can work

But to say that all aid is dead risks throwing the baby out with the bathwater, along with
malarial drugs, microcredit projects, schooling for girls, and sustainable farming techniques.
By KAREN TAKACS, DEREK
EVANS and DON JOHNSTON

T

he images flicker out from the
nightly news: footage of famine and war, shots of disaster and
sorrow. The stories we usually see
about the developing world can
make you reach for the remote.
But each year thousands of
Canadian volunteers turn off the TV
and go see for themselves. What they
see isn’t a reality show, it’s reality.
It’s a more complex, sad yet hopeful
picture than you could ever appreciate from a 30-second clip. These
Canadians are witnessing firsthand
the news that doesn’t make it to air.
And while this may come as a shock,
sometimes the news is good.
There is a lot of criticism about
foreign aid these days. And admittedly, there are far too many examples of failed development assistance. Zambian economist Dambisa
Moyo’s book Dead Aid is just the
latest to cause waves in global
waters. To say that foreign aid can
be bad is not controversial. But to
say that all aid is dead risks throwing the baby out with the bathwater,
along with malarial drugs, microcredit projects, schooling for girls,
and sustainable farming techniques.
Canada’s volunteer-cooperation agencies know firsthand that

overseas volunteers are leveraging
both our country’s development
assistance and their own skills
and experience to bring lasting,
sustainable change.
Celebrating another UN day—
in this case the International Day
of the Volunteer—might seem trite
in the face of foreign aid critiques,
but we know that in every corner
of the developing world, committed citizens with few resources are
facing down extreme poverty and
striving to build better futures. And
in many communities, Canadian
volunteers are working shoulderto-shoulder with these people to
make positive change happen.
Volunteers like Bob Sutton,
who served in Honduras as a
natural resource management
advisor with the Atlántida Model
Forest. He helped community
stakeholders develop a common
plan for environmental conservation and sustainable jobs.
And volunteers like Clémence
Tatin-Jaleran, who made her living
measuring risk factors of Canadians
as an actuary with an insurance company, until she took a risk herself and
volunteered in Bolivia. She worked
with local organizations to pilot a
micro-insurance program that would
protect poor rural farmers and small
producers in the event of natural
disasters, hospitalization or death.

Or volunteers like Jasminder
Virdee, who volunteered in
Mongolia with a local NGO that
provides training for women and
helps them get involved in community development. She helped
improve volunteer management
and the ability of the organization
to help women at the grassroots.
These are just three of the more
than 75,000 Canadians who have
volunteered abroad since the early
1960s. Today, around 3,000 Canadians volunteer overseas each year
through one of the eight member
organizations of Canada’s volunteer cooperation program. Some
serve for a few weeks, while some
volunteer for years. What they
have in common is the belief that
each person can make positive
change, and the commitment to
make that belief a reality.
At one time, the majority of
Canadian volunteers were youth and
recent college graduates, but these
days more and more of the people
who donate their time are experienced and skilled professionals.
The original impetus for many
volunteer-sending agencies was
the notion of filling the skills gap
in newly emerging societies. As
countries in the developing world
gained their political independence, they needed to build up
their infrastructure, especially in

health and education. International volunteers were a valuable
resource in those early years.
Over time, the needs of Southern communities changed. While
developing countries no longer
need or want great numbers of
unskilled volunteers from places
like Canada, there is still demand
for specialized technical and professional skills, and for international collaboration on global issues.
Volunteers work on long-term,
sustainable solutions. They help
build the social infrastructure—the
individual skills and institutional
capacity—that is so critical to a
nation’s future. And since volunteers generally work on programs
designed in the developing world—
not projects parachuted in from
outside a nation’s borders—the
benefits of their work continue to
be felt by local people long after
the volunteers have passed on their
expertise and returned home.
Volunteering is a chance to use
individual skills to make a contribution to fighting poverty. Working
alongside women and men in developing communities, volunteers see
first-hand the kind of impact that
international service can have in
improving people’s lives.
And volunteers return to their
own country with invaluable professional experience, a wealth of
memories, and a broader perspective on the world. They develop
international and cross-cultural
understanding essential for success
in a globalized world. Once back
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Canada’s foreign aid: There is a lot of criticism about foreign aid these days. And
admittedly, there are far too many examples of failed development assistance.
Zambian economist Dambisa Moyo’s
book Dead Aid is just the latest to cause
waves in global waters. To say that foreign
aid can be bad is not controversial.
home, these returned volunteers
are often very active in their communities; research has found that
they volunteer significantly more
than the average Canadian.
From decades of experience,
we know that Canadian volunteers contribute to poverty reduction. This may be a shocking
truth, but sometimes development
assistance does indeed work.
And that’s some good news
worth watching.
Derek Evans CUSO-VSO, Don
Johnston Canadian Executive
Service Organization and Karen
Takacs, Canadian Crossroads
International on behalf of Global
Citizens for Change, a joint project
of Canada’s volunteer cooperation
agencies including: Canada World
Youth, Canadian Centre for International Studies and Cooperation,
OXFAM Québec, SUCO and World
University Service of Canada.
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A VIEW FROM WASHINGTON D.C.

ORIENTING OBAMA

U.S. President Barack Obama mangled his
message in China leaving the impression that ‘I
came, I saw, I left’ could serve as the trip summary.

BY

W

David jones

ASHINGTON, D.C.—Historically, it has been exceptionally difficult for a president, even
a popular president, to accomplish
domestic objectives quickly. Even
with strong majorities in the House
of Representatives and Senate,
driving any significant piece of
legislation through the U.S.“checks
and balances” system requires
much greater time and effort than
any president predicts. And presidents have been more frustrated
than not in obtaining their desires.
Consequently, it has often been
in foreign affairs where presidents
have sought to make their marks on
history and be a defining difference

in global events. Presidential authority for action in foreign policy and
international relations is substantially unchecked. Political constraints
on presidential power ranging from
making war to making peace are
more apparent than real.
Although Congress has the
budgetary power to refuse funding
for overseas adventures, it has not
exercised this authority to end any
foreign military action. And agreements ostensibly requiring Senate
treaty ratification often can be
evaded by “executive agreements”
rather than treaties.
Consequently, presidential
foreign travel is usually a pleasant respite from the vicissitudes of
domestic politics. Even an unpopular
president excoriated by his electorate can usually find foreign audiences enthusiastic about the U.S. or
foreign leaders who want something
from Washington and are happy to
manufacture enthusiastic crowds.

And U.S. media reflecting the residue of the aphorism“politics stops
at the water’s edge”tend to give a
president benefit of the doubt when
travelling abroad. There is a residual
reluctance about diminishing U.S.
international stature by criticizing
the president in a foreign capital.
Moreover, there is a degree of appreciation that their knowledge of foreign policy is limited in comparison
to the detailed expertise available
to the president from the executive
branch, e.g., U.S. State Department.
Consequently, presidential
foreign travel is more likely to be
a scripted visit with previously
negotiated texts readied for signatures and “grip and grin” media
moments with foreign leaders.
Presidential travel to Canada
often falls into this category.
That is why President Obama’s
recently completed East Asian
travel is so striking. It is as if a stroll
in the park had morphed into a
survival training exercise. Thus to
set the stage, there are many actors
in East Asia but only two “players”:
China and Japan. For 60 years,
cooperation with China has been ad
hoc at best while during the same
period, relations with Japan have

been intense in virtually every political, military, and economic arena.
Obama’s visit, however, has demonstrated new limits and parameters
to the relationships requiring a
“reorienting” so to speak.
With China our economic connection has become parlous. Beijing
holds massive amounts of U.S. debt
resulting from our huge trade deficit.
On the other hand, it has been the
opportunity for virtually unrestricted
trade with the United States that has
provided China the opportunity to
expand its manufacturing base and
reduce poverty. Managing our economic relations puts all other issues
into distant second place. Beijing
wants us to avoid inflating the dollar
(and thereby reducing the value of
their dollar holdings) or legislating
trade barriers. Washington wants
China not to“dump”dollars and to
continue financing our trade deficit.
Consequently, Beijing knows that
U.S. objectives such as restrictions
on the North Korean and Iranian
nuclear programs are“nice to haves”
rather than vital. Even further down
the hierarchy are enhanced human
rights for various Chinese minorities
(Tibetans, Ughirs, Falun Gong) and/
or greater Internet openness for Chinese citizens.
Thus, it was disconcerting
that the media didn’t appreciate
these realities and belabored the
president for not pressing harder
on human rights issues. Simulta-

neously, the Chinese stiff-armed
an Obama “outreach” objective by
thwarting a projected speech to
any beyond a selected and limited
audience unlikely to be swayed
by rhetorical flourishes.
Circumstances were similarly
discordant in Japan. Our close
political allies for the past half
century, the Liberal Democrats,
had just been comprehensively
defeated in national elections by a
socialist alternative that views the
United States skeptically at best.
A highly complex restructuring
of our military bases in Okinawa,
previously agreed, may unravel.
And the president managed to look
untutored/ignorant of protocol by
bowing to the Japanese prime minister—the classic “no no” for USG
officials with foreign dignitaries.
And throughout the trip, the
backdrop was indecision over U.S.
policy in Afghanistan, which long
beforehand exceeded tactical delay
attributable to sorting out results
of the Afghan presidential election.
While there is never benefit in rushing to a bad judgment, the president
seemed on the verge of inheriting
former prime minister Martin’s dismissive “Mr. Dithers” sobriquet.
The result was a mangled
media message leaving the impression that “I came, I saw, I left” could
serve as the trip summary.
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