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Achieving the
Development Objectives

of Canada’s
International Policy Statement

The Canadian government always says it wants to
boost foreign aid; however, it lacks a strategy to
meet its own target, argues Stephen Brown.



In April 2005, while the public was preoc-
cupied with the Gomery Inquiry and the
possible dissolution of parliament, the

Canadian government released its long-
awaited International Policy Statement (IPS).1

Though media interest faded after a few days
and the document failed to live up to its
much-touted initial promise of a policy
review, its four chapters—on diplomacy,
defence, development and commerce—indi-
cate the direction the government intends to
take and therefore deserve further scrutiny.

Reflecting its downgrading from a
“review” to a “statement”, the government
did not present the IPS as a radical departure
from previous practices. The chapter on
development in fact presents very few inno-
vations. Two related shifts in foreign aid poli-
cy which are revealed in the statement. The
first is in motives: a move to greater focus on
Canadian self-interest framed in nationalist
terms. The second is in means: the high-pro-
file increase in the aid budgets, which upon
closer examination does not even restore aid
to its 1970-1994 levels. For lack of resources,
the government will not be able to achieve
the ambitious objectives it sets in the IPS.

FROM  INTERNATIONALISM  TO  NATIONALISM
Since the beginning of the Cold War, a debate
has been waged on whether foreign aid
should be primarily an instrument of foreign
policy, alongside diplomacy and armed com-
bat, or whether it is a response to the moral
imperative to help those in need. On one
hand, Hans Morgenthau, a founder of the
“realist” paradigm of international relations,
unsurprisingly espoused the former posi-
tion. He describes as “weapons” in a coun-
try’s “political armoury” all areas of policy,

including foreign aid, diplomatic relations
and security—even propaganda.2 This view is
often embraced by government departments
such as Foreign Affairs, National Defence
and International Trade, though not normal-
ly government development agencies. On the
other hand, David Halloran Lumsdaine and
others believe that, though donors’ econom-
ic and political interests certainly influence
some decisions on foreign aid, the latter are
mainly driven by “humanitarian and egali-
tarian principles.”3 The normative case has
been favoured by almost all government and
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
working in the area of international develop-
ment.

This most recent policy statement
embodies many elements of the decades-old
debate, initially arguing both sides without
reconciling them. This is apparent from the
Minister of International Cooperation’s fore-
word to the IPS chapter on development, in
which she invokes extreme poverty as
“offend[ing] our most basic values of decen-
cy and fairness,” constituting “a moral affront
to all of us;” she states that “this reason alone
compels our response.” She then presents
readers with the competing argument:
“Increasingly, however, such poverty also
poses a direct risk to Canada and our allies.
We understand that there are links between
acute poverty and state failure, and between
state failure and global security”.4 Through
this (flawed) syllogism, Canadian readers are
left with the message that their own safety
depends on foreign aid, conflating the “war
on terror” with a war on poverty.

The document’s introduction pursues this
line of thought. Readers are told that
“Canadians cannot be safe in an unstable

world, or healthy in a sick world, nor can we
expect to remain prosperous in a poor
world… Security and development are inex-
tricably linked.”5 SARS and terrorism are
invoked to make Canadians feel they have a
personal stake in development. That self-
interest trumps internationalism is made
clear in the affirmation that “Canada’s role in
development cooperation cannot be defined
exclusively on the basis of self-interest”
(emphasis added).6 Throughout the report,
numerous references are made to “our inter-
ests” and “Canadian interests,” whereas the
moral case is dropped after page one.7

In the IPS chapter on development, the
Pearsonian ideal of internationalism is
replaced with a justification based in large
part on nationalism. The very subtitle of the
IPS, “A Role of Pride and Influence in the
World”, suggests that Canadians want to feel
good about themselves and what their gov-
ernment does—and that they currently do
not. It moreover appears to respond directly
to the accusation summarized by the title of
Andrew Cohen’s recent book, While Canada
Slept: How We Lost Our Place in the World.8

Appealing to Canadians’ pride (if not vanity),
the Minister states that “our task is nothing
less than creating the world’s best develop-
ment agency”.9 The repeated references to
“Canadian values” further reinforce the idea
of a moral superiority inherent to Canada,
that the world needs more Canada. The con-
clusion implies that Canadians should
renounce their shame, announcing that
“Canada is poised to reclaim its rightful place
in the world.”10 In sum, the IPS chapter on
development builds on the earlier ascendan-
cy, documented by Cranford Pratt, of
Canada’s own interests in foreign aid policy
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at the expense of an ethical concern based on
“humane internationalism.”11 By repackag-
ing self-interest in nationalist terms, the gov-
ernment presents it as a virtue.

INSUFFICIENT  MEANS
The IPS chapter on development makes a
firm commitment to increasing Canada’s aid
budget. Indeed, this is a sine qua non on
achieving the Minister’s ambitious objective
of transforming the Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA) into “the
world’s best development agency.” The IPS’s
promises of increased funding came as no
surprise, since the figures had already been
released in the February 2005 federal budget,
including doubling aid by 2010 compared
with 2001.12 Though the dollar figures are
impressive—spending at least $5 billion
annually by 201013—and indeed constitute a
significant boost to CIDA’s budget, two
important facts detract significantly from
these announcements: i) that the govern-

ment had previously slashed the aid budget
and ii) that it still refuses to live up to a key
long-standing commitment in the foresee-
able future. The latter point received much
attention from development NGOs, opposi-
tion politicians and the media.

First, the increases follow more than a
decade of rapidly declining foreign aid budg-
ets, roughly corresponding to current Prime
Minister Paul Martin’s tenure as Minister of
Finance. When measured as a percentage of
gross national product, the government had
actually halved foreign aid during this peri-
od. According to CIDA’s own figures, Canada
provided less aid in 2003 than in any other
year since 1965.14 The proposed increases in
aid over the coming decade, according to
projections by the Canadian Council for
International Cooperation, would bring
Canadian official development assistance
(ODA) to 0.33% of GNP in 2010 and 0.37% in
2015, which would still be lower than 1994
levels.15 It is worth mentioning that the IPS

chapter on development promises that these
figures are a minimum and that they could
increase further if “our fiscal position contin-
ues to improve.”16 Moreover, the revised fed-
eral budget—amended to ensure the support
of the New Democratic Party—contains one-
off additional resources for development
assistance. Nonetheless, the fact remains
that Canada will take decades to restore aid
to the levels provided 30 years ago.

Second, national and international atten-
tion has highlighted that, despite reaffirming
“Canada’s long-term commitment to the
internationally agreed target of devoting 0.7
percent of gross national income to ODA,”
the IPS sets no date for achieving this goal.17

Numerous Canadian NGOs and some inter-
national celebrities, such as economist
Jeffrey Sachs and musician/activist Bono,
have pressured the Canadian government to
set a timetable to reach the 0.7% goal, to
which it committed itself a generation ago in
1970 and reiterated ever since. This requires
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quadrupling the aid budget, rather than
merely doubling it. Ironically, as had been
often pointed out, it was former Canadian
Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson who had
proposed the target at the United Nations.
Moreover, current Finance Minister Ralph
Goodale himself endorsed much more sig-
nificant and rapid increases as a member of
Tony Blair’s Commission for Africa, but did
not include such measures in the budget he
tabled in Parliament.18

Much of the IPS chapter on development
focuses on the United Nations Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs), set in 2000,
placing them at the centre of Canada’s aid
strategy. Yet without the additional resources
that would come from Canada and other
donors, notably the United States, reaching
the financial commitments they made 35
years ago, it is clear that most of the goals
cannot be met on a global level, least of all in
Africa.19 A fundamental flaw of the IPS is that
it does not provide CIDA with the means to
meet the laudable objectives it has set.

CONCLUSION
The International Policy Statement chapter
on development recognizes that Canadians
are dissatisfied with foreign aid and that it is
not having the impact that it should have.
Though aid is initially framed in part as a
moral imperative to assist those in need, the
document presents a fundamentally nation-
alistic case, based on Canada deserving

greater international prestige and influence.
The pressing needs of billions of poor people
are presented as being as important as
“ensur[ing] that Canada has a world-class
development cooperation program.”20

A multiplication of resources is necessary
to achieve the objectives outlined in the IPS,
regardless of motivation. After more than a
decade of drastic cuts, from 0.49% of GNP in
1991 to 0.23% in 2003, the government’s
plans fall far short of what is needed. Current
projections do not even restore Canadian aid
levels to where they were in the 1980s, let
alone reach in the foreseeable future the tar-
get to which the government committed
itself in 1970. This failure saddles the
Canadian government with a lack of credibil-
ity at the national and international level and
limits CIDA’s ability to make a difference. In
other words, the IPS—at least in the area of
development—has prescribed a remedy that
is incapable of doing what its very title prom-
ises to do, giving Canada “a role of pride and
influence in the world.”
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CURRENT PROJECTIONS
DO NOT EVEN RESTORE
CANADIAN AID LEVELS
TO WHERE THEY WERE

IN THE 1980S, LET
ALONE REACH

THE TARGET TO WHICH
THE GOVERNMENT

COMMITTED ITSELF IN
1970.


