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Budget methodology dialogue with civil society and research organizations in February 2017. 

BUDGET MONITORING & 

ADVOCACY LEARNING REVIEW 

Case Study: Brazil Public Budget for South-South Cooperation 

 

This case study provides a summary of the approach and tactics used by Oxfam and Ar-
ticulação SUL (ASUL) for building a methodology to monitor the Brazilian public budget 
for South-South Cooperation (SSC) and using the research for influencing the govern-
ment to adopt the methodology as a tool to increase transparency and accountability, the 
key outcomes achieved so far and lessons learned. It is part of a broader learning review 
of budget monitoring and advocacy work conducted by Oxfam and allies in the areas of 
ODA, South-South Cooperation and Agriculture. 
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BACKGROUND 

Brazil is in the midst of significant political instability after years of economic prosperity 

and social progress. Following the impeachment of the president in August 2016, the 

current government is taking strict measures to resume growth at the cost of social 

rights. Brazil moved from being a strong player open to pro-poor South-South 

Cooperation and civil society participation to being more restrictive toward civil society, 

less supportive of a solidarity approach to South-South relationships and more 

interested in the traditional trade agenda.  

It is in this context that Oxfam Brasil’s (OBR) work on budget monitoring and advocacy 

began in April 2016 in partnership with Brazilian civil society organization (CSO) 

Articulação SUL (ASUL).1 The work focuses on building a methodology to monitor the 

Brazilian public budget for South-South Cooperation (SSC) 2, testing the methodology by 

applying it to four issues (food and nutrition security, BRICS, regional integration and 

migration policies) and using the research with other CSOs to influence two key 

government agencies in charge of official Brazilian SSC reporting (ABC and IPEA3) to 

adopt the methodology as a tool to increase transparency and accountability. This 

contributes to OBR’s long-term outcome of the federal government adopting 

mechanisms of participation, transparency and accountability on SSC. There is one staff 

member from OBR working on the project and two staff from ASUL (initially three). The 

work is funded through March 2018. 

STRATEGIC APPROACH AND TACTICS 

The team’s work consists of five activities:  

1. Research (April 2016-February 2017): ASUL analyzed the existing methodologies to 

monitor and measure international development cooperation (IDC) and SSC, identified 

challenges and weaknesses and determined what kind of contribution ASUL could make to 

the current tools.   

2. Training on methodologies (February 2017): ASUL organized a training workshop with its 

team and OBR led by a public budget specialist to explain the federal public budget 

databases that exist and how to use them. Following this, ASUL designed a 

draft methodology.  

3. Dialogue with civil society (January 2017): Oxfam and ASUL organized a series of round-

table meetings with all stakeholders active in SSC in Brazil (27 participants from 14 civil 

society and research organizations, including IPEA) about the project. The meetings involved 

discussing the methodology and political issues, defining strategies and 

priorities, selecting budget themes to track (food and nutrition security, BRICS, regional 

integration and migration policies), developing a guide for partners, and finalizing 

the methodology. 

4. Advocacy with government agencies (ongoing): This began more recently and is a 

longer-term activity. As part of a partnership with the BRICS Policy Center (BPC), the team 

met with IPEA and ABC to discuss the methodology and how to complement existing 

reporting. They also plan to use the methodology to advocate at global and national 

moments related to SSC, including the Second UN High-Level Conference on South-South 

Cooperation (BAPA+40) and the Brazilian elections in 2018.   

5. Implementing the methodology (current phase): ASUL is creating an open database, 

drawing from existing public budgetary information systems, that anyone can access to do 
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their own budget analysis. They are also applying the methodology to four key themes to 

serve as test cases, along with developing policy briefs to provide guidance on how 

to analyze the thematic budget and to generate debate among the stakeholders. This work is 

expected to be completed in April 2018. 

KEY OUTCOMES 

The team identified two key outcomes related to increased budget accountability. 

 Raising public awareness of budget issues through developing high quality 

research materials4 that contribute to the knowledge on SSC, making visible the 

benefits of public data and budget transparency, keeping SSC on the 

transparency and accountability agenda in Brazil and internationally, and 

sensitizing government stakeholders to the importance of adopting a 

methodology to identify and measure thematic budgeting for SSC and the role 

that the Brazilian government can play in the world. 

 Supporting public engagement with budget processes by bringing civil 

society together in a strategic way and supporting ASUL to develop a 

methodology. The team agreed that this work is helping to keep civil society 

working together strategically following the changes in the federal government. 

Organizations have fewer resources and time to work together, so this project is 

something civil society can assemble around. 

LESSONS LEARNED: CONTRIBUTING 

FACTORS AND CHALLENGES 

The team identified seven key contributing factors and related challenges that fit into four 

overarching categories. 

Strong evidence base 

Quality research products provide evidence to influence policy makers, but 

should include qualitative data in addition to quantitative data for context: The 

team felt that having high quality research materials helped to bring evidence to the 

debate around SSC and to sensitize government stakeholders on the importance of the 

role Brazil can play in the world. There is sensitivity around the new (Southern) and old 

(Northern) providers of aid, and so it is important to provide context to budget numbers. 

The team is supplementing budget data with qualitative information about SSC flows to 

show potential positive results and impacts; otherwise the government will not be 

receptive because they are concerned that numbers can be misused and made political 

– either the amount is too small and therefore not close enough to OECD targets, or the 

amount is too big and therefore the question is raised about spending money abroad 

that could be used to tackle problems domestically. The data and research papers are 

available to the public, and other organizations, including Doctors without Borders, have 

given feedback that the research is very useful and they will use them for their budget 

tracking work. 

Technical expertise is key for accurate analysis of the data: Technical expertise is 

needed to work with the data. ASUL was not a budget monitoring expert at the 

beginning, but was open to learn and had time to dedicate to doing this – the process of 
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developing the methodology took about ten months. It has been difficult because the 

data quality is uneven and dependent on what data the different government agencies 

choose to submit; even the official government report (COBRADI) has to deal with 

uneven access to information, since it involves more than 90 government institutions that 

register SSC data differently5. Since the official data being published by the government 

comes out unpredictably and the database has not yet been made available publicly, the 

team is trying to join efforts with the government to provide a complementary look at 

Brazilian SSC data, based on budgetary evidence. Although there is a strong and 

ongoing effort from the team to influence official reporting, the principles of transparency 

and public accessibility are not negotiable. 

Joint Advocacy with Partners and Allies  

Connected and experienced organizations enable other partners to gain access to 

policy makers and provide legitimacy: ASUL is an experienced and trusted partner 

with expertise on evaluation of SSC and prior relationships with key government 

agencies. The Oxfam project lead felt that ASUL opened doors for OBR because of its 

pre-existing relationships and positive reputation. In her opinion, the Brazilian 

government still views OBR as a foreign organization (OBR only became an 

independent Oxfam affiliate in 2016), so ASUL helps give OBR legitimacy and access in 

Brazil. Staff interviewed from ASUL also confirmed that their greatest asset is the 

relationship they have built with government agencies. 

Oxfam’s comparative advantage is its ability to convene civil society and provide 

a link to international networks: ASUL served as the methodological experts, so OBR 

was able to focus on its strength as a convener by helping to organize the civil society 

workshops and disseminate the findings among its international networks. Organizations 

in Brazil have less time and resources to work together now due to the political situation, 

so OBR can help keep civil society together strategically. The team thought this project 

is helping to keep civil society active and engaged in a strategic way given the political 

context.  

Having a participatory methodology, including dialogue with civil society, helps 

legitimize the methodological approach with key stakeholders: The definition 

of SSC is still under debate, so the team wanted to be open to all definitions of SSC and 

support criticism and debate. The team engaged key stakeholders already working on 

the issue and they think involving them helped to legitimize their approach. Additionally, 

ASUL kept track of every methodological decision and was transparent about it. 

Direct Engagement with Government 

Taking a constructive approach with government and creating a dialogue can be 

an effective way to engage around budget issues: The team felt that dialogue and 

trust building with the government and including a diversity of views has been a 

successful approach in a politically sensitive time. They suggest that teams doing this 

kind of work should be patient influencing the government, and prepare to engage over a 

long period of time. They began with initial conversations to feel out the government’s 

reception and build confidence with the government, and focused on how the work will 

complement official reporting. Their aim is to have a constructive dialogue with the 

government, since government agencies may be unprepared to respond to demands for 

transparency. So far, they feel that the government has responded positively to this 

approach. 
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Political Opportunity 

Unexpected moments that may appear to be challenges can be opportunities: 

ASUL thinks that the financial crisis and political uncertainty created a window of 

opportunity. In spite of the current political situation, budget monitoring continues to be a 

strategic issue that has the attention and support of civil society. Additionally, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs doesn’t have a clear directive or political agenda and ministers 

are turning over, so the chaotic environment has worked in the team’s favor. ASUL said 

it allowed them to be a bit “under the radar” with their work. At the same time, it has 

been a bit challenging because government officials have been focused on other issues, 

there has been staff turnover among key teams and space for social dialogue has 

decreased, so it has taken longer to dialogue with government stakeholders. The team 

had to adjust its original strategy to focus on more technical issues around SSC. Instead 

of directly approaching the federal government/foreign ministry, the team diversified its 

strategies and built a partnership with the BPC that emphasized SSC, the role of BRICS 

and the Sustainable Development Goals. The partnership between ASUL, BPC and 

ABC helped link OBR with ABC. Through this process, ASUL was able to get more 

access to ABC and be seen as a respected think tank. 
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NOTES 
 

1
  The Institute for Socioeconomic Studies (Inesc) was involved at the beginning but was unable to 

continue the work because of organizational priorities, although they helped informally with the design of 
the proposal and mapping technical support. 

2
  South-South Cooperation refers to a broad framework of collaboration among countries in the Southern 
hemisphere in the political, economic, social, cultural, environmental and technical domains, by and 
large based on their shared experiences. It can take place on a bilateral, regional, intraregional or 
interregional basis. Countries of the global South share knowledge, skills, expertise and resources to 
meet their development ambitions through concerted efforts. 

3
  The Brazilian Cooperation Agency (ABC) is the agency of the Brazilian Federal Government in charge 
of all international technical cooperation involving Brazil and other countries or international organisms. 
The Institute for Applied Economic Research (IPEA) is a Brazilian government led think tank. 

4
  Including: 1) Monitoring and Measurement of South-South Cooperation Flows in Brazil; 2) An Overview 
of the Flows of International Cooperation for Development: Opportunities and Challenges for the 
Construction of a Brazilian Methodology; and 3) Dialogues about the Brazilian South Cooperation. See 
http://articulacaosul.org/publications/ for reports. 

5
  The data ASUL and OBR are using is not the IPEA data. 

  

http://articulacaosul.org/publications/
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