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1  ~ T H E E V O L U T I O N O F T H E

D E V E L O P M E N T D E B A T E

¶

It is not so important to learn how to give more, but to learn how to take less.
W O L F G A N G S A C H S

ARGELY SINCE THE 1990S AND THE GROWING REALIZATION OF THE NEED FOR DEVELOPMENT TO OCCUR FROM THE “BOTTOM-UP”
or “from below”, development discourses have begun to encompass concerns for good governance, participa-
tion, culture and identity, sustainable human development, self-determined development, as well as human
rights, a cross-cutting policy issue, according to the Paris Declaration of 20051. In 2008, the Accra Agenda for

Action2 noted human rights as a cornerstone of development. The third paragraph of the Agenda points out that gender
equality, respecting human rights and environmental sustainability are imperative for development practices that aim
to make an “enduring impact” on the lives of the poor 3.

The most recent publication of the United Nations (UN), in reference to the UN Development Programme’s
(UNDP) human development indicators, the UN Human Development Report 4 of November 2011 encompasses several
components of environmental, equity and human development. Currently, Sierra Leone finds itself in the 180th spot,
out of a total of 187 countries ranked.

The evolution of development policy, encompassing the above principles and international standards, is one of
the largest influences on Sierra Leone’s current policy environment. Good governance, according to the 2009 Joint
Vision for Sierra Leone, co-authored by the UN and the government of Sierra Leone (UNJV)5, precedes the consolida-
tion of peace. The consolidation of peace is equated with economic development and prosperity. 

This UNJV claims that, today, human rights abuses are “more social and economic in nature”6. Therefore, in order
to promote human rights and promote development, the government of Sierra Leone and the United Nations Family7

view partnerships with NGOs as imperative, seeking to support the endeavours of the Sierra Leone Association of Non-
Governmental Organizations (SLANGO), for example. While looking to the government as the leader, the UN claims that
the World Bank will maintain a central role in the Ministry of Finance and other development committee meetings. 

The multilateral vision for the country is “agreed to” by eighteen different UN-affiliated international organiza-
tions, including, but not limited to, the Food and Agricultural Organization, (FAO), International Organization for
Migration (IOM), World Health Organization (WHO) and the World Food Program (WFP). It is also “associated with”
the World Bank and the African Development Bank (ADB). They are pooling their efforts in order to tackle issues such
as equitable and affordable access to health care, public services, youth integration, as well as human rights protection,
gender equality and poverty reduction.

Within this context, (economic) empowerment is a building block of the human rights-based approach to devel-
opment 8 and highly significant. Its application could inform the decisions of development aid donors, for example,
regarding choices of aid instruments in order to help to strengthen accountability. It is also identified as being central
to policy coherence in relation to development and “larger foreign policy objectives” in order to avoid policy contra-
diction and duplication 9.

Though international institutions promote democracy in relation to development, sovereignty has increasingly
been challenged. It has been undermined in countries that are dependent upon foreign aid and, sometimes, governance
expertise provided for by bodies such as the UN or its economic arm of the World Trade Organization (WTO). This
problem of undermined sovereignty, however, is underemphasized. 

In fact, it has been argued that the Doha Round of negotiations in the WTO have come to a stand-still due to
the fact that some states of the Global South have refused to trade-in sovereignty in relation to domestic space for
development policy for market access10. They have begun to reject international encroachments on sovereignty as a
“legitimate trade-off for achieving their development goals”11. The reliance on discourses of both human rights and
development must be “seriously rethought”12. In fact, an inverse relationship between concerns for human rights and
aid flows has been recognized13, whereby “major recipients of aid also commit major violations of human rights”. 

1.1 ~ B I L A T E R A L A I D O R F R E E T R A D E ?

As of 2011, a debate has been steadily increasing within the public and international development policy worlds.
According to the Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands (SER), underdeveloped countries need investment14. 

1 E V O L U T I O N O F D E V E L O P M E N T : : W W W. S P A N D A . O R G
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The current debate, laced with crosscutting and complex policy concerns and implications, is centred on one
central question: why, despite vast amounts of development aid, do many countries remain impoverished?
Development NGOs, however, fiercely object, claiming that development aid has seen results. Despite this, aid has been
slowly decreasing in terms of its presence as a life vest for floundering national budgets in many states, many of them
post-conflict environments. 

Taking into account the effectiveness that aid can have at the micro-level, as well as its potential as a leverage
mechanism for civil society, one of the factors that favours the continuing of ‘rich countries’ supplying aid to Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA) is the reality of this “aid dependency trap”15. Cutting off international aid flows right now would,
unfortunately, have disastrous consequences. Due to the fact that many low-income countries in SSA, such as Sierra
Leone, are “heavily dependent on foreign aid for government investments, for technology and knowledge, for capacity
building 16, outright stopping aid flows would eliminate many of their leading economic sectors, as Official
Development Assistance (ODA) to SSA in 2003, for example, contributed to almost twelve percent of the continent’s
Gross National Income (GNI)17.

Aid has been seen as a simplifier of Africa’s problems and it has been argued that unless the rare task of accounting
for every dollar of aid money occurs, private money to charities and foreign aid to governments should cease18. Officials
from the Netherlands African Business Council (NABC), may argue that although some NGOs may be inefficient and lack
local ownership and involvement, governments often undertake tasks that are impossible to fully accomplish, such as
eliminating poverty 19; for these reasons, investment is the way forward in the long run.

Nevertheless, non-profits and NGOs from the development, humanitarian and human rights fields have raised
concerns about the ability of trade alone to eradicate poverty due to its imbalanced impact on the poorest of the poor,
some governments, council and international institutions and companies from the private and financial sectors are
arguing the opposite. Those who discuss aid for trade initiatives talk of productivity. “Negative competitiveness
spillovers”, resulting from aid inflows such as Dutch disease 20, can be offset by improved productivity.

R
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2  ~ S I E R R A L E O N E 2 0 1 1 :

C H A L L E N G E S A N D O P P O R T U N I T I E S

¶

2.1 ~ A C R I S I S O F O W N E R S H I P A N D E C O N O M Y

HE COUNTRY’S FIRST POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGY PLAN (PRSP) OF 2008, CREATED JOINTLY WITH THE INTERNATIONAL

Monetary Fund (IMF), points to a lack of national priorities being present in the implementation of develop-
ment aid. Instead, donor preferences largely dictate policy priorities in the small West African nation. While
the energy sector, according to the PRSP, did not receive adequate funding, the activities of civil society organ-

izations did. While the report claims that the peoples’ priorities fall within the realm of agriculture, due to its central
role in Sierra Leone’s economy, access to credit and the market are identified as some of the sector’s main challenges,
as “employment is a key factor in poverty reduction”21.

Despite the increasing rhetoric of the need to align incoming funds with national priorities, the UN’s need for
an increase of 60 percent by donor countries to carry out its work in Sierra Leone, in a time of crisis where develop-
ment aid is being cut by the billions, may fall victim to the mandate’s of some of the largest donor countries: the United
Kingdom, the USA and the Netherlands. With the fallout of the economic crisis forcing some countries to focus more
of their efforts inward (UK, US and Ireland, for example), Japan seemed to be picking up the slack as of 2009. However,
with the small nation now pulling itself out of a recent near-nuclear disaster, earthquake and tsunami, it is difficult to
imagine that bilateral flows to Sierra Leone will maintain their growth with the country needing to focus on its own
humanitarian disasters and development challenges. With almost three-quarters of Sierra Leone’s bilateral development
aid coming from a small selection of donor countries, countries that are decreasing their bilateral aid efforts through
such large donor organizations as United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF), United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), the German government-owned development bank (KfW), the Dutch international development
organization Cordaid and the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)22, among hundreds of smaller
ones, alternative sources of income must be sought after.

Though the UK, Ireland and some Scandinavian countries are also seeing decreases in their bilateral aid to Sierra
Leone, there is one country whose cuts have been the most drastic and, undoubtedly, materially devastating for develop-
ment and human rights efforts in Sierra Leone: the Netherlands cut 0.1 percent of its GNI that it was allocating to inter-
national development cooperation, the equivalent of approximately 1 billion Euros23. In 2007, bilateral aid flows from the
Netherlands to Sierra Leone jumped to over 47 million (current USD); by 2009, however, they were less than 1.5 million24.

2.2 ~ S I E R R A L E O N E A T T H E P O L I C Y C R O S S R O A D S O F A I D A N D T R A D E

Sierra Leone’s PRSP for the period 2008-2012 clearly states its stance in relation to the aid for trade debate, indirectly
addressing the current challenges of funding and priorities. It claims: 

T
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“no economy has reduced poverty for any length of time without sustained growth. Economic growth is the single
most powerful way of pulling people out of poverty. It creates the resources to fund social goods such as health and
education, but more importantly and more directly, it creates demand for labour, the main – often the sole – asset
of the poor”25.

Growth, according to this view, creates jobs. Sierra Leone’s inability, until now, to experience the theoretical
causal relationship between investment and growth is illustrated with the fact that one-quarter of young men in the
country remain unemployed 26.

Sierra Leone’s current strategy to reduce poverty-related expenditure, totaling 87.9 percent of total development
expenditure 27, emphasizes the nation’s need to promote the diversification and increase of private sector investment.
Though it is slowly increasing, the investments are primarily concentrated in a few sectors, such as minerals. Promoting
“productive sectors” and increasing financial returns remain at the centre of Sierra Leone’s current bilateral relation-
ships and policy initiatives. 

According to the IMF report on the country’s state of affairs in relation to this priority, “within the framework of
the national poverty reduction strategies, key reforms and programmes have been sought to place the private sector in
the driver’s seat for promoting economic growth and enhancing job creation”28. Sierra Leone welcomes higher invest-
ments by both public and private entities in the energy sector. Focusing on the energy sector is “an important catalyst
for achieving high economic growth and hence poverty reduction”29. The energy policy Sierra Leone Electricity and
Water Regulatory Commission Act 2011 30 has been adopted by the national Cabinet and was awaiting approval in par-
liament. This was due to the absence of the representatives from the Sierra Leone’s People’s Party (SLPP), the main par-
liamentary opposition, who were boycotting against a police ban on their activities31.

The current national policy environment has the intention to increase both social and economic opportunities.
Sierra Leone’s joint development strategy with the UN seeks to increase the access to markets, as well as social services,
for populations in rural regions, better manage its natural, marine and mineral resources, protect human rights and
ensure gender equality. In order to take steps towards fulfilling these broad policy goals, especially in rural areas, the
construction of community growth centres is considered imperative. 

Having the ability to utilize communication and internet services in order to access relevant information,
whether work, culture or education related, would help to foster the simultaneous goal within the joint vision of sup-
porting micro, small and medium enterprise development. Improvements in the national health system have also been
placed in the list of priorities in Sierra Leone; skills upgrading and facilities that are better equipped to deal with emergency
response are considered crucial.

2.3 ~ T H E S T A T E O F S I E R R A L E O N E ’ S

I N T E R N A T I O N A L T R A D E A G R E E M E N T S

Sierra Leone is a member state of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). Consisting of four main
institutions, including a Commission, the Parliament, the Court of justice and bank for investment and development,
the mandate of ECOWAS is to promote economic integration in fields of activity, including energy, agriculture, trans-
port, monetary, financial, social and cultural matters, among others. Its specialized agencies include those dealing with
gender issues, health and water resources, for example.

Currently, Sierra Leone is involved in trade negotiations with the EU through its participation in the ECOWAS
Commission. The European Union (EU) and the West African community of nations are in negotiations to sign an
Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA). This type of agreement, according to the European Commission for Trade, benefits
everyone through increased employment and income generation, lower prices, increased access to markets and services and
issues relating to development because it believes that “trade is development”32. Sierra Leone, however, has already signed
with the EU the “Everything but Arms” (EbA) arrangement, so it already has preferential access to the EU market for its
main agricultural export products. Signing the EbA, according to the Delegation of the European Union to Sierra Leone,
will provide Sierra Leone with a further competitive advantage for its exports against other emerging economies33.

Increased trade and access to markets facilitated through agreements such as those made by regional institutions
like ECOWAS and the EU can indeed produce benefits for poverty reduction, increasing the demand and facilitating
trade for commodities such as oil, gas and cocoa. It is blatantly obvious that, despite efforts at trade diversification in
recent years following criticisms regarding developing countries dependence and sensitivity to global commodity price
fluctuations and cycles, in 2008, West Africa still predominantly exports raw materials and imports products of higher
technological, intellectual and added-value. Furthermore, Geske Dijkstra, Dutch development economist and scholar,
believes that increasing trade on its own is insufficient for addressing all human rights concerns. “Human rights is more
than wealth, so trade (or efforts in poverty reduction) cannot improve human rights fully”34. 
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2.4 ~ T H E F A I R N E S S O F F A I R T R A D E :

P R O S P E C T S F O R S I E R R A L E O N E

The Fair Trade (FT) concept’s origins are constructed in the latter part of the nineteenth century, with the development of
cooperative organizations35. By 1997, 150 years later, the existence of a Fairtrade labelling Organizations International (FLO)
marked the beginning of a single fair trade market, on a global scale36. Fair Trade, as we know it today, a true social, eco-
nomic, political and historical phenomenon, has existed for less than two decades. It is, it seems, just getting started,
increasing in importance and relevance for the construction of a more just global production-trade-consumption system.

Fair Trade agreements, under the standards set by international authorities such as the FLO, have had diverse
impacts on the lives of those involved in the growing industry. Producers are required to, for example, be free to dem-
ocratically organize themselves, taking the form of associations. The fair trade brand comes at a price; producer asso-
ciations must participate in yearly impact reports and environmental assessments.

In the FT system, producers are guaranteed a minimum above the world price, including social and environmental
premiums for reinvestment. With agreements including stipulated bonuses for organics, the growth in the FT move-
ment can also explain an increasing popular and growing market for organic products as well, being met with an
increasing supply. These markets are dominated by several commodities, which include, but are not limited to, coffee,
cacao, bananas, tea and soy.

Both movements openly challenge the ecologically and socially destructive relations involved in conventional
consumption and production patterns37. Utilizing commodity certification, FT involves fewer “major production interests”
and is buttressed by “strong transnational NGOs”38. Given that, according to international FT standards, producers
should receive a price that covers the cost of sustainable production for their products. Seeking to increase producer
control over their own futures, work conditions and quality of life39, fair trade initiatives provide social premiums to
fund local development projects, thus supporting related non-profits, and financing for small producers40.

In Sierra Leone, it has been observed that, “that the poorer the producers, the more the project’s impact mani-
fested itself in terms of poverty alleviation and food security”41. Income increases have resulted from increases in pro-
duction volume or the price being paid to the producers. Employment increases have resulted from the creation of jobs
within the creation of certified products and their supply chain. 

When 12.5 tonnes of certified Fair Trade cocoa was first shipped to Europe for Divine Chocolate, 300 farmers were
paid an above market price for their cocoa beans, a portion of which was put back into as an investment into the producer
cooperative42. From September 2008 to August 2010, Biolands International Ltd, an agribusiness working in the exporta-
tion of certified organic cocoa, received a grant from the Africa Enterprise Challenge Fund to undertake a project in Sierra
Leone regarding Smallholder Cocoa Improvement. Receiving almost 2.3 million USD, the project has provided over 100
direct rural jobs, working with approximately 20 000 ‘active’ cocoa growers in the Kono District of the country43. 

With an established clean diamond initiative in Sierra Leone since the end of the civil war, Fair Trade has also
found its way to the mining industry. However, as a brand, FT has is now commonly coined in many ways, especially
with, supposedly, conscientious companies. This contradiction can be found in the rhetoric of Fairtrade Mining, for
example, which is based in northern Sierra Leone. According to its homepage (2011): 

“The actual cost of creating these facilities is relatively low, not just because local labour is cheap but also because the
building materials will be produced as part of the mining process […] this model […] will form a template for similar
sympathetic and symbiotic operations in other Chiefdoms in the region. Whether these areas are mined sequentially or
in parallel, as part of a quickly expanding business is not yet known. Fairtrade Mining believes that other Chiefs will
actively encourage us to mine their area when they become aware of the benefits we are bringing to Kasasi”44.

Despite the ways that the brand or word of FT is put to use, as a practice it has provided important protection
for producers through providing a guaranteed price for FT commodities45. Nevertheless, the fairness of some Fair Trade
has been questioned. In the politics of Fair Trade, while importers, those deciding how much of which products go
where. industrialized countries are largely home to labelling organizations, most notably the FLO (a “consortium of FT
groups” from Canada, Japan, the US and Europe) that administer and monitor producer groups, based largely in coun-
tries of the Global South46. This influence is, arguably, the greatest in the countries whose economies depend primarily
upon the export of commodities, cash crops and tropical fruits. Discussing the increasing interest in the brand that is FT,
today, means asking the question, fair trade for whom, by whom? 

A consequence of the hasty integration of so many Southern producers in an era of globalizing processes, “related
processes of market liberalization are forcing many producers out of conventional high input agriculture”47. The fair
trade movement has pushed producers into moving towards commodities that are more popular fair trade items, and
those that are more lucrative to harvest. Organic or non-GM soy production, for example, has had serious implications
for the Amazon Rainforest due to removing forest in order to make room for commodity crops like the organic, FT soy
milk sold to Starbucks. With the emergence of any one quickly growing market niche, making room for the cultivation
of products to satisfy the demand in the Global North for FT and organic products can also have adverse consequences. 
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A flaw of the FT concept that has been identified is that “consumers cannot assess whether the fair conditions
claimed by the importers or the final marketers are respected”48. After appearance or branding, often FT products are “not
easily distinguishable from their competitors”49. Considering these factors and that there is an obvious geo-political division,
still reflecting the exploitative and unequal agri-business relations of the past, it is not difficult to see who the biggest
winners remain in the business of Fair Trade.

According to the Fair Trade Foundation (2009), some of their recent work has included helping farmers in Sierra
Leone to set up their own FT supply chain. Sierra Leone has also become one of the exporters of FT cocoa being sup-
plied to Divine Chocolate, “the only FT chocolate company co-owned by cocoa farmers50. Co-ownership has meant that 45
percent of profits go to the farmers themselves. This figure alone represents a substantial improvement upon the extent
of ownership, within the agricultural production cycle, of farmers and producers in non-fair trade supply chains. 

Only 58 percent of all FT supporters do not actually buy FT products51, whether for price of lack of knowledge
or interest. Consumers face a daily trade off between spending a little bit more to make small choices that are (morally,
culturally, socially, economically and ethically) more responsible and an unfavourable economic environment.
Nevertheless, there is potential in Sierra Leone’s current policy environment that favours the growth of the FT market
and opportunities for related initiatives, whether organic or “green”, an area that the Special Economic Zone (SEZ), also
referred to as an “Economic Opportunity Zone” for its investor friendly policy climate, First Step, will undoubtedly
address in its current project outside of Freetown.

2.5 ~ F O R E I G N D I R E C T I N V E S T M E N T M E E T S H U M A N R I G H T S

Sierra Leone’s largest “Economic Opportunity Zone” is in the making52. It is a subsidiary of World Hope International,
a US-based “Christian relief and development agency”53. According to its website, the First Step SEZ in Sierra Leone is
strategically located in the country’s principal seaport and is

“building scalable factory facilities, which will have access to guaranteed electric power, water, and other utilities
and infrastructure; leasing space in the zone to businesses that wish to export from Sierra Leone; assisting these busi-
ness tenants with other forms of logistics support to make their establishment and operations as simple and inex-
pensive as possible; and is providing an array of special incentives for businesses that locate in the First Step SEZ”.

These trade friendly incentives include exemptions from import and export duties, a three-year “corporate tax holiday”
and expedited (and preferential) government services. They also provide “widely available” international arbitration and
dispute mechanisms and forums, which enable the zone’s “tenants” to “profitably engage Sierra Leone’s labour cost
advantages and/or to process its natural resources and, in so doing, create jobs and income in Sierra Leone”54.

Seeking to address the policy of the triple bottom line (TBL), the zone will seek to ensure that people holding those
jobs will experience a safe and respectful work environment and it will be eco-friendly. Addressing these concerns will
facilitate increased participation by businesses and entrepreneurs that are “motivated by ethical concerns”; the TBL policy
discourse held by the creators of First Step will facilitate its access to the country’s abundance of natural resources and
its “competitive” labour force.

Nevertheless, it is important to weigh the impacts of the SEZ on both human rights and poverty reduction. Only
time will tell whether or not First Step succeeds in putting into practice its development rhetoric of social and envi-
ronmental responsibility. This will depend upon how they succeed in guaranteeing workers’ rights and eco-friendly
production55, especially taking into account that one of the largest target tenants of the zone are natural resource
intense industries, based upon “competitive” (i.e. profitable) labour forces.

Within this context, it has been argued, therefore, “people who used to be involved in human rights have to start
thinking about trade”56. This push for productivity and shifting from aid to trade is significant for the continued peace
within the post-conflict nation. In Sierra Leone, this ‘change in mindset’ is in full swing. This approach sees trade and
investment as increasingly powerful tools for human rights protection in relation to development aid or assistance,
which is insufficient in eradicating poverty and its subsequent human rights implications; therefore, wealth creation
should be made a priority instead. 

“If alienation from government and the inability of successive regimes to provide services and economic oppor-
tunities for the population were the background to the Sierra Leonean conflict, these deprivations affected all parts of
society, if not equally at least severely”57. According to this perspective, therefore, it would not be unreasonable to argue
that if the roots of the conflict lay within the realm of insufficient economic opportunities, then development that pro-
vides these opportunities is necessary in order to avoid falling back into a climate of conflict in which gross human
rights violations were commonplace and unavoidable by many factions of Sierra Leones society.

In a publication from 2009, maternal mortality and morbidity was recognized by Amnesty International as a threat
to human rights in Sierra Leone. It recommended that maternal healthcare services, therefore, be made a priority
through addressing shortages of blood, skilled personnel, supplies, facilities, infrastructure, distribution systems, as well
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as women’s rights58. In 2010, the Sierra Leone government launched a free health care policy for pregnant and lactating
women. Though steps in the right direction are being made in the country, by 2011, Amnesty International still recog-
nizes that the international and regional human rights obligations of the right to life, health, maternal, sexual and repro-
ductive health are being seriously challenged, despite the steady decline of infant and child mortality in Sierra Leone
since 200059. One of the main factors challenging it is a continued lack of resources to fully implement the policies. 

Further violations related to poverty-related socio-economic rights, women, children, as well as “the looming
threat of ethnic violence” are just a few of the concerns that the human rights advocacy stakeholder has identified in
its recommendations to the UN’s Universal Periodic Review 60. The path chosen to move forward, as Sierra Leone finds
itself at a policy crossroads between seeking increased aid or trade and the practical and ethical implementation of these
crucial decisions, will, without a doubt, either positively influence its ability to follow through on its human rights
obligations or lead to more of the same violations mentioned above.
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3  ~ M I C R O F I N A N C E I N S I E R R A L E O N E

¶

3.1 ~ A C A S E O F D E M A N D A N D S U P P L Y

OMPASSION FATIGUE TOWARDS THE UNENDING PLIGHT OF MANY OF AFRICA’S INHABITANTS LIVING IN CONDITIONS OF MATERIAL

poverty, perpetuated by mass media, often portrays a culture and status quo that is not necessarily the most
appropriate or representative of all factions of Africa’s residents. 
“Compassion is a limited resource, a system rooted in cognitive networks that tire and need refueling. And it’s

not always rational […] This fatigue towards long-standing conflicts, human rights abuses, environmental destruction
or extreme poverty or famine results from the fact that “the problems sap the imagination in part simply because
they are daunting and have not responded well to previous efforts. We have already pumped billions into each, with
little visible effect”61.

For this reason, much of the public in, and governments of donor countries have become increasingly hesitant to
provide development aid with “no added value” for their investments. While the side of the debate centred on value-
added wealth creation has well-established economic explanations for the importance of trade for poverty reduction, this
argument has been criticized due to the fact that trade and investment is often not meant for the poorest of the poor. 

The chairman of Micro-Credit Ratings International Ltd (M-CRIL), argues that microfinance’s
“claim that it reaches ‘the poorest of the poor’, and can on its own eliminate poverty, contributes to what is per-

haps the major problem affecting microfinance: gross exaggeration of what it can achieve”62.

Microfinance is consequently seen as a means of eradicating poverty that largely ignores this same sector of the pop-
ulation. Increasingly an industry that is seen as a subsector of the financial sector, rather than the development sector, its
growth has meant an increased focus on financially sustainable and more profitable or “safer” microfinance clients.

Nevertheless, there are stories on a global level of those individuals who have made great gains from their involve-
ment in microfinance programs and the access to micro-loans provided to them. Furthermore, many larger NGOs,
specifically ones working in the area of human rights advocacy and protection, have increased their participation in
microfinance initiatives. Out of almost NGOs registered within the UN’s directory, largely focussed on a range of issues
related to human rights, approximately one-quarter claim to work in the area of microfinance63.

They are matching an increasing demand with a supply, increasingly supported by favourable policy priorities.
From approximately 2.8 million rural households surveyed in Sierra Leone, 45 percent of them regularly seek access to
loans, as well as approximately half of a million urban households64. The country’s Financial Strategy Development
Plan’s third point –Access to Finance– and its eight summary –Microfinance and Rural Credit Delivery, Governance
and Supervision– seek to facilitate the creation of mechanisms and institutions to supply this increasing demand for
microfinance and credit for developmental and productive purposes.

While the positive impacts of microfinance on human rights have been documented, most prominently in the
areas of poverty reduction, gender and health65, NGOs working in the areas of human rights, but also increasingly in
microfinance activities, find themselves in the crux of the debate. The new policies bound to emerge from this debate
will undoubtedly alter the way that NGOs carry out their daily activities and undertake their missions. This increasing
priority of “wealth creation” may have far-reaching consequences both for NGOs working in human rights, as well as
microfinance sectors. It will be necessary, in the coming years of microfinance and development policy evolution, to
take into account and try to understand the diverse impacts and characteristics of this new policy environment in
Sierra Leone, which seeks to facilitate such projects as the First Step investment opportunity zone and increase invest-
ments for value added, productive micro-credit and employment creation initiatives.

3.2 ~ H U M A N R I G H T S M E E T M I C R O F I N A N C E

Trade liberalization, de-regulation and the promotion of favourable investment climates through evolving national policies
have sought to reduce poverty through increasing employment opportunities and, thus, wealth creation. Microfinance has
sought to do the same; however, its target group differs from that of the companies looking to invest in SEZs66.

Though many perspectives on the issue exist, microfinance has been identified to increase social capital and
women’s empowerment in some contexts. Empowerment may involve raising awareness about human rights issues and
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forms of abuse. This is especially relevant for the case of human rights implementation in Africa, where it is reported
by the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) that women still face unequal access to social opportunities, such as
education and health care, and economic opportunities, such as employment and productive resources67. The govern-
ment of Sierra Leone, along with several UN institutions, has introduced several policy measures that seek to promote
the rights of women. In 2009, the implementation of the Resolutions 1325 and 1820 of the UN Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women, which seek the engagement of women in peace-building and recog-
nize sexual violence as a tactic of war68, as well as the National Gender Strategic Plan were considered priorities.

Nevertheless Amnesty International, in the Universal Periodic Review of human rights, argues that there is a con-
tinued need to investigate incidents of political and sexual violence in the country. Furthermore, according to the
Cingranelli-Richards (CIRI) Human Rights Data Project, human rights indicators, women’s economic rights have been
weakened since the onslaught of the economic crisis69.

Mainstreaming human rights concerns into development rhetoric is increasingly being endorsed by regional ini-
tiatives in Africa. Currently, there are several mechanisms and institutions that have sought to address human rights
obligations within policy. The Framework Document (2005) of the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD)
refers several times to human rights not only as an objective, but a foundation and responsibility of the African Peer
Review Mechanism (APRM)70, whose aim is to promote and reinforce high standards of governance in the region71.
Furthermore, based in Gambia, the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR), which came into
force in 1986, works to protect and enhance these within the states of the African Union (AU) – formerly the
Organization of African Unity (OAU).
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4  ~ H U M A N R I G H T S ‘ G O G R E E N ’

¶

T WAS NOT UNTIL 2008 THAT THE UN HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL OFFICIALLY RECOGNIZED THE LINK BETWEEN CLIMATE CHANGE

implications and human rights72. According to the Council, climate change is considered an immediate and far-
reaching threat to communities all over the world; its impacts felt more among those living in the poorest areas.
Climate change data, examined through a human rights lens, reflects concerns for the right to safe and adequate

water and food, health, housing, land, livelihood, employment and development. Representatives that participated in
the Interactive Panel on Human Rights and Climate Change of the UN, in 2009, also view the effective protection of
human rights important for reducing the vulnerabilities experienced in the face of climate change threats. 

Microfinancing programs, through providing such financial services as microcredits for small business and entre-
preneurs, may “benefit individuals and to the extent they do, they may contribute to poverty reduction”73. The effec-
tiveness of Sierra Leone’s increasing focus on private sector, more particularly on energy sector, investment as well as
trade, will have direct impacts on the evolution of the microfinance and green growth in the country. 

The concept of ‘green’ microfinance is situated within a larger discussion of low-carbon development initiatives.
These initiatives include hydro, solar, wind and bio-fuel projects, among others. An increase in the global use of solar
cells has been occurring over the previous decade. Solar radiation, unlike thermal and hydro-related renewable energy
projects, has yet to find a central place in Sierra Leone’s national policy framework. Its potential, despite this, has been
recognized; the use of solar photovoltaic solutions holds much potential for poverty reduction in the country. 

By January 2011, there were approximately 2700 validated projects such as these being undertaken in 70 countries.
Established under the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), the international framework to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, they can include rural electrification initiatives or the installation of more energy-efficient boilers. Part of
the Kyoto Protocol74 (Article 12), the CDM facilitates the implementation of emission-reduction projects in developing
countries by states that have agreed to reduce their emissions or have agreed to an emission-limitation commitment.
The financing of these projects earns donor states “saleable certified emission reduction credits” (CER), which are equal to
one tonne of CO2, and are included in the Protocol’s targets75. With obvious policy benefits for industrialized countries of
the Global North, investing in projects in the form of investment and trade or financing is becoming increasingly popular
among donor countries.

In 2010, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) published the first empirical assess-
ment of the linkages between microfinance and climate change adaptation. Within this report, three kinds of activities
were identified that could be done differently in order to facilitate adaptation. These include technical design changes to
current projects, modification of financing modalities, as well as the inclusion of activities outside the realm of current
portfolios, such as educational loans and training programmes76. The report reaffirms the need to increase the attention
paid to microfinance in a climate change context, identifying that, until now, most projects have sought to mitigate green-
house gases by providing financing to low-income households to access sources of clean or renewable energy77.

Projects such as these, however, have been “noticeably absent in the ever expanding set of mechanisms consid-
ered relevant for adaptation financing and implementation”78. Furthermore, the diversification of livelihood and
income generation has the ability to reduce climate vulnerabilities, vulnerabilities that negatively affect the exercise of
a wide range of human rights. 

The OECD argues that investment must be “harnessed” for green growth. Seeing international investment as a
“vital source of finance […] as countries address the effects of climate change”. Therefore, governments should facilitate
the measurement of FDI in support of green growth. In Sierra Leone, during the period from 2003, and peaking in 2007,
trade to the country increased 79. This can be attributed to such factors as increased security and peace in the country,
the increase in central government planning taking shape in such policies as the Financial Sector Development Plan,
which is pushing for private sector investment and trade, and the promotion at the international level of the advan-
tages and incentives of doing business in Sierra Leone. Through a focus on driving private sector development for
employment creation purposes in Sub-Saharan Africa and Sierra Leone in particular, poverty will be decreased, according
to the country’s PRSP. 

Furthermore, the PRSP argues that clean energy policy and rural electrification are both necessary. While hydro
and thermal may be the focus of government power generation, solar energy projects should not be brushed aside.
Especially considering that only 70, from a total of 3444 current and future projects, of the CDM are located in Africa. 
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In other words, only 0.02 of alternative energy projects and green growth projects are being implemented on the
African continent, at least the ones that governments are trying to earn credits for through the Kyoto Protocol and
CDM. Instead, Sierra Leone’s Investment and Export Promotion Agency promotes investment through incentives that
include a 100 percent deduction for prospecting and exploration within the mining sector and a deduction of nearly
half of the first year’s production costs80. With a New Mines and Minerals Act in place to guide Sierra Leone’s govern-
mental activities in this sector, according to the 2011 progress report, as well as investor-friendly legal and fiscal frame-
works, the West African nations is developing “a framework to ensure more private sector participation”, a recommen-
dation of the IMF (2011).

Furthermore, to “encourage investment” in both the rice and timber sectors, “qualified investors” have been
endowed with a 10-year tax holiday. Though investments in renewable energy and “green growth” initiatives still
remain underexplored in Africa, policies with the potential to further promote irresponsible natural resource extraction
and exploitation, both of nature and of people, does not fall outside the realm of possibility in Sierra Leone’s current
policy environment, within larger bilateral, multilateral and transnational forces.

4.1 ~ P R O S P E C T S F O R A “ N E W I N D U S T R I A L R E V O L U T I O N ”

The year 2012 has been christened by the UN General Assembly as the “International Year of Sustainable Energy for All”.
During the opening of the 14th session of the UNIDO General Conference, taking place in Vienna, its Director-General
stated that “one thing is clear: green industry is real. It is already here”81. The UNIDO’s Green Industry Initiative and the
conference’s theme that addresses the need to make the “new industrial revolution” more sustainable, was commented on
by Sierra Leone’s Trade Minister. His narrative, spoken on behalf of the Sierra Leone government, clearly outlines the policy
objectives and aspirations of the country in the coming period. Sierra Leone seeks industrialization and “meaningful inclu-
sion, which provide the “greatest opportunity” for creating wealth and jobs, as well as poverty reduction; industrialization has
also, however, lead to social disorders, gender inequality and environmental destruction. Despite these obstacles, the minister
of Trade of Sierra Leone argued that “promises” of this new revolution “must be seized with great zeal”; Sierra Leone, like
many countries of Africa, can no longer afford to remain excluded from international value chains.

The narrative continues by arguing that, as a result, energy must be made more widely available, resources and
capacities must be mobilized, the economy must be diversified, while the environment protected. However, achieving
these goals is difficult for several reasons: first, a lack of research, studies and data on available opportunities for invest-
ments and partnerships in the energy sector in Sierra Leone, in order to “engage” them in the development of projects
in relation to its seven major and many more smaller rivers and, second, the challenge of attracting investments in a
(post) crisis environment. This is especially relevant, considering that out of the five main objectives of UNIDO’s
Integrated Programme for supporting industrial development and poverty alleviation, which ran from May 2004 for a
period of 48 months, three were “not funded” or “not implemented”, while two were only “partially implemented”82. 

Nearing 2012, Sierra Leone still faces a diverse set of challenges in relation to all of the forces and factors previ-
ously outlined, but it also holds much opportunity for positive change. The stability and prospects for the small West
African nation have been on a steady rise since the end of its civil war. It remains, however, near the bottom of the latest
ranking of global human development and still faces challenges pertaining to its obligations of human rights. 

Though the country has seen an improvement in the access provided to water and electricity, reducing domestic
work time by about 10 hours per week, it currently has the highest number of deaths due to environmental risks,
according to the UNDP (2011), a fact that proves the enormous need for sustainable and clean development initiatives.
Though it will face increasing cuts to development spending, it is also proactively seeking new opportunities for trade
and investment, including microfinance activities and credit, sought after for trade-related projects83. Only time will
tell the path that the national policy of Sierra Leone will take, as it finds itself at a crossroads of protecting human
rights, the environment and reducing poverty through wealth creation. 

While concluding with prospects for the West African nation, it is important to point out that the human rights,
social and environmental records of the industrialized, donor and investor countries themselves are far from an providing
a developmental ideal type for those countries with the lowest Human Development Index (HDI) ranking, such as Sierra
Leone, to follow. This is especially relevant for those countries that preach but do not necessarily practice universal edu-
cation and healthcare, for example, or CO2 emission reduction and spend far more, instead, on defence, security or harm-
ful extractive practices. Changes within the production system and supply chains of all products, whether organic or fair
trade, is inherently linked to the individual choices and motives of those countries that consume the most of the earth’s
resources and create the most waste, in their quests for sustainable development, innovation and progress.
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