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What are Irish NGOs doing about it?

The approach of Irish NGOs is both to work towards tackling the 
underlying causes of disability as well as to ensure inclusion of 
people with disabilities into all strategic areas of work.
Their focus is on the person’s potential and respect for their 
human rights.

Preventing disability - for example, through projects directly targeted at 
reducing trachoma or polio;

Ensuring the inclusion of people with disabilities in all aspects of 
development and humanitarian programmes;

Providing funding and advice to organisations providing services to 
people with disabilities, such as training, medical care, rehabilitation 
services or income generation; 

Strengthening of local civil society organisations through the creation 
of associations, such as national Disabled Persons’ Organisations. 
This enables the sharing of information, ideas and knowledge of best 
practices among members;

Educating at grass roots level on the rights of the disabled;

Working with partners and training institutes on issues such as human 
resources, organisational development and services for people with 
disabilities at rehabilitation centres;

Raising awareness of disability issues at local, national and international 
levels. One result of this work is the adoption of the 2007 UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities;

Providing a voice for the voiceless, to influence policy makers; and

Lobbying for the enactment and implementation of disability legislation 
in developing countries.

Awareness of the need to tackle disability in developing countries has 
grown substantially in recent years. A number of developing countries, 
including Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania and South Africa, have published 
and enacted disability legislation. Internationally, UN member states 
have agreed a Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
reinvigorating the drive to enhance the lives of disabled people
the world over.



Education:
Laying Foundations for Development
Education is a basic human right rooted in international law. 
It is critical to the development and well-being of individuals and 
societies. For individuals, a good education ensures a higher 
quality of life by providing information, skills and knowledge for 
successful personal development. 

At a national level, access to education contributes to the overall 
economic growth of countries and helps to build shared social and 
cultural values in society. However, it is estimated that over 115 million 
children do not attend primary schools.

		  “Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, 	
		  at least in the elementary and fundamental stages.
		  Elementary education shall be compulsory”.
						      Article 2. Declaration of Human Rights.

Global illiteracy figures are staggering: there are an estimated 860 
million adults and young people worldwide who cannot read and write. 
Two-thirds of these are women.  

There are many reasons why children do not attend schools, including 
high school fees, safety concerns due to conflict or natural disasters, and 
prioritising the education of boys over girls. Looking at these underlying 
factors is critical in ensuring education for all.
  

What are Irish NGOs doing about it?
Goal Two of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is devoted to 
education and calls for universal primary education for boys and girls by 
the target date of 2015.

Irish NGOs play several different roles in helping to meet global education 
targets. In all, their work is helping children to start school at the right
age, ensure that girls and boys have access to education and that education 
is provided in a cost-effective way. 

  
	     	 “Education is the most powerful weapon you can use
	    	  to change the world.”  		         Nelson Mandela
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NGOs are working at several different levels:

Providing education or building schools and latrines;

Ensuring quality of education. For instance, by helping to establish more 
adequate teacher training facilities and develop relevant and appropriate 
curriculum and teaching methodologies;

Helping to create a safe, child-friendly learning environment;

Helping to improve the health and nutrition status of school children;

Promoting the active participation of children, parents and communities in 
school governance;

Working within communities to raise understanding of the role of education, 
particularly education for girls;

Campaigning for educational resources at national and international levels;

Working with governments to develop education policy and lobbying for 
educational reform, such as the Global Campaign for Education, or anti-child 
labour campaigns; and

Campaigning to double the current figure of only 2.7% of international aid 
going towards basic education.

Since the adoption of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
global enrolment rates in primary schools have risen: The number of 
children of primary school age who were out of school fell from 103 
million in 1999 to 73 million in 2006.



Gender:
Empowering Women for Development

Development is not just about offering the opportunity of a livelihood 
and access to basic social services: it is also concerned with 
creating an environment where people can realise their rights and 
participate meaningfully in society.

The obstacles to development are enormous for many women and girls, with 
particular challenges in poor countries, and the figures bear this out: 

Two-thirds of the world’s illiterate are women, which makes it harder for them to 
earn an income, take advantage of opportunities available in their societies, and 
protect their interests and rights; 
Women are society’s primary carers, yet some 500,000 women die each year 
due to preventable pregnancy-related complications, often as a result of not 
having access to health care; and
An estimated one-third of all women have been violently abused. 

Women have a central role to play in development processes, but their particular 
needs and rights are often not reflected in development policies and practices. 
Very often, policy-makers overlook key issues such as women’s right to own and 
inherit property, female genital mutilation, gender-based violence, access to 
reproductive health, the freedom to decide on the number and spacing of children, 
and equal representation in government and other decision-making bodies.

Women perform much of the world’s agricultural work, producing 
food for their families and surpluses for sale, but often cannot own  
or inherit the land they work or the homes they live in.

Gender roles - Perceptions can be changed
Women and women’s groups are trying many different things to improve their own 
situations, but they are often held back by the attitudes, behaviours and practices 
of those who hold power. The situation of women is often especially hard and 
dangerous in developing countries. Absolute poverty, inequality, social attitudes, 
illiteracy and violent conflict present particular challenges. And the obstacles to 
women improving their circumstances are often very high. 

This is why many development organisations try to tackle gender inequality, the 
impact of unequal gender roles on how people live and use resources, how they 
experience poverty and inequality, and whether they are free to make decisions 
about their own lives.     

The United Nation’s Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995) clearly 
stated that development goals cannot be achieved without gender equality: 

“Only if unequal social and institutional discrimination is eliminated, and women 
and men can participate in the development process, can human development 
goals be attained.”



2009

What are Irish NGOs doing about it?
In whatever work they do and whatever sectors they may concentrate on 
(education, health, agriculture, etc), most Irish development organisations 
have some focus on the empowerment of women. 

Irish NGOs work with people and groups who strive to eradicate gender 
inequalities at all levels, and particularly try to strengthen the capacity of 
women to control their own lives and futures;

Among other means, NGOs work to enable women and girls get better 
access to resources and services; secure them the education that can set 
them up for a better life; help them make use of health services; and try to 
get access to the credit that can allow women start, or build up, enterprises 
and improve their own lives;

Irish NGOs support smallholder farmers, in Africa and elsewhere, who 
make up a majority of people working in agriculture in developing 
countries, but also carry the responsibility of looking after the home, the 
young and elderly, and the sick;

NGOs seek to address particular gender-related issues that arise in violent 
conflict and emergency situations, when women and girls are especially 
vulnerable to exploitation and sexual violence as well as facing increasing 
burdens in providing food, water and shelter for their families; 

Irish development agencies challenge attitudes and actions among those 
who hold power, in an effort to ensure that inequality and injustice is not 
perpetuated; and 

NGOs work to transform their own organisations and relations with others, 
because gender equality and empowerment are issues for all of us in our 
daily lives. NGOs strive to be aware of the implications of their decisions, to 
better target activities and spending, and to take specific account in their 
work of the needs and rights of women and girls. 

In just one example of why NGOs emphasise the importance of women in 
development (above and beyond the core reasons of rights and justice), 
evidence gathered over 30 years shows that educating women is the single 
most powerful weapon against malnutrition - even more effective than 
improving food supply.

With global poverty affecting women and children especially, everyone 
interested in the well-being of all people must pay special attention to removing 
the obstacles that face women and girls in achieving equality, development 
and peace.



Health: A Fundamental Right
The right to health is enshrined in international law but not 
everyone has equal access to health. Poor people suffer worse 
health and die younger.

	 	 “The enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health
	 	 is one of the fundamental rights of every human being
	 	 without the distinction of race, religion, political belief,
	 	 economic or social condition”.          World Health Organisation

Each day over 30,000 children die from preventable diseases;

More than 500,000 women die in pregnancy and childbirth each year.  
Maternal death rates are 1000 times higher in Sub-Saharan Africa than 
in high-income countries;

Five of the top 10 causes of death in low-income countries (HIV 
and AIDS, perinatal conditions, diarrhoeal diseases, malaria and 
tuberculosis) do not appear on the top ten list for high-income 
countries;

Infectious and parasitic diseases, such as HIV and AIDS, tuberculosis 
and malaria cause around 10.9 million deaths each year; and  

HIV and AIDS alone causes three million deaths each year and directly 
affects up to 400 million people. 

Poverty, social exclusion, inadequate housing and sanitation, lack of 
education and inefficient health systems are among the main causes of ill 
health. Improvements in health can only be achieved by tackling these
root causes. 

What are Irish NGOs doing about it?
Irish NGOs are working towards achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) by 2015.  Goals, 4, 5 and 6 directly relate to health, namely, 
the reduction of child mortality, improvement in maternal health and 
combating HIV and AIDS, malaria and other major diseases.
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Irish NGOs are involved in:

Helping to prevent disease by supporting health intervention practices such 
as early and exclusive breastfeeding, measles immunisation, Vitamin A 
supplementation and the proper use of mosquito nets;

Providing funds and advice to grassroots organisations working to increase 
access to health services for marginalised communities;

Helping to create healthy and safe working conditions;

Promoting health education;

Training health workers; 

Supporting research and development of new treatment and
prevention methods; 

Maintaining health during emergencies and post-conflict situations; 

Helping to incorporate health issues, particularly HIV and AIDS, into
all poverty alleviation and development programmes;

Working in partnership with local organisations and governments to help 
strengthen the capacity of their health sectors; 

Working with governments to shape international health policies by engaging 
with them in strategic planning;  

Lobbying governments to meet international health targets; and

Highlighting the global health crisis in the Irish media in order to contribute 
to a growing awareness of the reality of living in poverty and the plight of the 
millions who live on less than a dollar a day.

Throughout history only one infectious disease - smallpox - has ever been 
eradicated. Others, though, are on the verge of eradication: Thanks to 
international aid efforts, crippling diseases such as polio, guinea-worm, leprosy 
and river blindness no longer wreak havoc on societies and economies of 
developing countries.  



Hunger: The Face of Poverty
Every day, about 24,000 people across the world die from hunger or 
hunger-related causes. Most of these are children under the age of 
five. Only a small proportion of these people die from hunger resulting 
from famine or war although those are the deaths that tend to make 
headlines in the world’s media. The vast majority of hunger-related 
deaths are the result of long and silent suffering caused by chronic 
hunger and malnutrition. An estimated 850 million people in the world 
today are suffering from some form of malnutrition.

New challenges are continually emerging for agriculture and food security 
in developing countries: globalisation and the growth of transnational 
agribusinesses, the spread of HIV and AIDS, and uncertainties surrounding 
climate change. Climate change poses the most significant threat to global food 
production in the 21st century, particularly in areas that are already facing water 
scarcity and the threat of desertification. 

Another enormous challenge for developing countries is the global food crisis 
which has seen prices for staple foods rising well beyond the reach of poor 
people the world over. In 2008, the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) listed 37 countries as having “critical problems of food insecurity”.

Poverty is the main cause of chronic hunger, and the inverse is also true - 
hunger traps people in poverty.  When people are hungry, they are often in bad 
health, their children cannot concentrate in school and they lack the energy to 
lead productive lives.

Many poor families spend up to 80% of their income on food,
so even the slightest increase in food prices can have
devastating consequences.

What are Irish NGOs doing about it?
Hunger can be eradicated. The first of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) calls for the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger by halving the 
number of people who suffer from hunger by 2015.  In Asia and Latin America, 
the number of people suffering from chronic hunger has been steadily 
reducing.  But in other regions, where income levels are low and communities 
are more vulnerable, hunger continues to have a serious impact.

Irish NGOs believe that tackling hunger in the longer term can only be achieved 
by tackling the underlying social, political and economic causes of poverty
and vulnerability.
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Irish NGOs are working with communities towards the eradication of 
hunger in several ways:

Distributing food directly. In emergency situations with acute food shortages, 
food distribution can be the only way to avoid hunger.

Providing farming assistance. In many countries, farmers work on small 
plots of land, with few tools and poor soil. NGOs assist people with improved 
techniques, seeds and tools and occasionally access to credit
and microfinance.

Helping communities organise themselves to realise their plans. NGOs work 
with communities to plant trees for firewood, dig wells and water reservoirs, 
build dams or control erosion.

Improving income opportunities. Even communities that are self-sufficient 
in food production may require assistance in bringing their goods to market.  
NGOs are helping to improve rural infrastructure, provide access to credit 
and improve the functioning of rural markets.

Supporting education. NGOs work with families and schools to improve 
awareness of nutrition and health issues.

Lobbying for policy reform. NGOs work with southern partners to call for the 
reform of unfair international trade rules that penalise southern producers 
and increase the vulnerability of small farmers.

Reducing vulnerability 
to food insecurity  
through farming 
assistance and 

nutritional education
  

Providing access to 
improved techniques,

seeds and tools.  
Improving awareness 

of nutrition.

Distributing 
food directly

  

Food distribution is often 
the only way to avoid 
hunger in emergency 
situations with acute 

food shortages.

Helping communities 
to organise themselves 
and improving income

opportunities

Working with 
communities to plant 
trees for firewood, dig 
wells. Improving rural 
markets and providing 

access to credit.

Lobbying for
policy reform

Calling for reform of 
unfair international

trade rules that 
penalise southern 

producers and increase 
the vulnerability of 

small famers.

Protection Prevention Promotion Transformation

Different NGO roles

Examples exist from all over the world to show that sustainable
agriculture can be achieved and yields increased when the right
support is available - when farmers are given the opportunity to
build strong local groups and institutions.



Making Human Rights a Reality
Human rights are universal, belonging to every human being, no 
matter where in the world, simply by virtue of their humanity.

Today, about a quarter of the world’s people continue to live in circumstances 
that threaten these rights, and indeed their lives, on a daily basis – A situation 
that all United Nations member states have agreed must end.

International Cooperation for Development

The Millennium Development Goals, agreed by world leaders as a blueprint 
for eradicating global poverty, provide the basis for international cooperation 
to fulfil people’s right to development, as provided for in treaties such as the    
UN-Charter.

As a global community, we have the resources, knowledge and skills to reverse 
the trend of growing inequality, increasing poverty and pervasive human rights 
abuses. Yet, efforts by the global community to make serious progress towards 
ending human suffering continue to fall short.

To be poor is more than simply lacking food, water or
clothes; poverty is about social, political, economic and
cultural exclusion.

For Ireland’s Development NGOs, the fight against global poverty and inequality 
is a matter of principle. Our concept of poverty is not limited to the absence of 
food, water or other resources; instead we think of poverty as a manifestation of 
social, economic, cultural or political exclusion, and a denial of people’s basic
human rights. 

Poverty is not inevitable; it is both a cause and consequence of human
rights abuses. 

What are Irish NGOs doing?
Irish NGOs integrate the norms and principles of international human rights 
treaties into their work. They seek to go beyond the treatment of symptoms, 
and address the root causes of poverty and inequality, by basing their 
programmes on empowerment, not charity.



Irish NGOs see the people whom they seek to assist not as objects of 
charity, but as people with rights and potential. They base their work on 
poor people’s legitimate claims to rights and dignity, and they will call on       
those actors in society that bear a duty to promote, protect and respect 
those rights.

And NGOs remind Governments that they chose voluntarily to sign up 
to international human rights treaties. As a consequence, a key role for 
Irish NGOs is to hold Governments to account for their obligations under      
those agreements. 

In this context, the key principles under which NGOs operate include:

Addressing root causes: Irish NGOs do not simply strive to meet basic 
needs, but invest in analysis of - and efforts to - redress the rules, 
mechanisms and institutions that exclude and discriminate against certain 
groups in society.

Prioritisation of the most vulnerable: Irish NGOs’ development strategies 
address the interests and needs of the most vulnerable people. Irish NGOs 
help marginalised groups to gain an equal voice in legal, economic, political 
and administrative processes. 

Empowerment: Irish NGOs support and facilitate the empowerment of 
vulnerable and excluded groups and communities. We assist groups to build 
their capacity to organise and assert themselves in processes that affect 
them, and to hold their government to account. 

Participation: Irish NGOs seek to change unjust power structures by 
promoting the participation and active engagement of poor people. 
Impoverished and discriminated women and men must be included in the 
design, monitoring and evaluation of initiatives that impact on their lives. As 
well as having a strong basis in human rights law, the right to have a say in 
decisions that affect their lives also results in more effective programmes.

Accountability: Irish NGOs challenge themselves, and all others who 
have power over poor people and communities, to be transparent and 
accountable to those communities.

NGOs will continue to provide direct support to poor women, men, boys and 
girls around the world. However, they strive to ensure that their work also has 
a long-term impact. They do this by focusing on the long-term obligations of 
governments and other institutions to respect, protect and fulfil human rights.
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Trade: A Way out of Poverty
If structured more justly than it is at present, international 
trade could offer a dignified livelihood and an exit route 
from poverty for millions of people. Already, developing 
countries as a group earn much more from trade than they 
receive in aid.  

However, the 50 Least Developed Countries comprise just 0.6% of 
world exports. Africa’s share of total world trade has progressively 
decreased from 7% in 1948 to a mere 1% in 2005.  Sub-Saharan 
Africa, in particular, is increasingly marginalised from world trade. 

The two main impediments facing developing countries are unjust trade rules 
and poorer countries’ limited capacity to trade. 

The process of decision-making on global trade rules is shamefully biased in 
favour of the more powerful groups of states.  The international trade regime 
facilitates those products in which the rich are most competitive (manufactured 
goods and services) and obstructs the products at which the poor are more 
competitive (agriculture and textiles).

Trade could play a significant role in reducing poverty, but not 
while international trade rules are so biased against the poor.

To benefit from the opportunities presented by trade, developing countries 
need significant improvements in their capacity to trade.  Labour skills, 
infrastructure, business capacity, communications systems and regulatory 
bodies all need to be built up. Trade benefits women and men differently: 
women’s marginalisation may be exacerbated unless trade rules and systems 
take specific account of their rights and needs. 

What are Irish NGOs doing about it?
Irish NGOs help local producers improve their livelihoods, help fairtrade 
producers retain a greater share of the value of their goods and simultaneously 
address the structural issues of trade injustice.  
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NGOs are involved in trade related activities in three key areas:

Supporting income generation, livelihood programmes and
micro-credit schemes in developing countries;

Promoting fairtrade products;

Raising awareness and lobbying for change to unjust rules of trade.

NGOs are concerned that the use of aid to impose trade policy conditions 
on poor countries is inappropriate behaviour by donor governments and 
undermines fair and sustainable human development.

Irish NGOs call on governments at national, EU and global levels to 
address the following as key priorities:

Stop the subsidised dumping of rich country surpluses, which undermine 
the demand for locally-produced food in developing countries;

Allow developing countries to protect their markets against subsidised 
imports - rich countries already enjoy this right;

Source food aid within local and regional markets so as not to displace
local production;

End the ‘escalating tariffs’ that penalise developing countries if they add 
value to their exports;

Revise patent rules so they do not prevent access to essential medicines 
(e.g. for HIV and AIDS) and so that poor farmers are not obstructed from 
saving seeds or from receiving royalties for their traditional knowledge;

Reform the red tape, such as ‘rules of origin’, which render the preferences 
offered to developing countries ineffective;

Respect that trade policy is part of a country’s development policy; and

Do not pressure developing countries into widening the agenda of trade talks 
into broader economic policy issues.

By working closely with farming communities and producers, NGOs can build 
the skills and knowledge required to add value to local produce. NGOs are 
able to assist communities to bring their products to market and to access 
information about prices and market conditions.



Water: Quenching a Global Thirst

The human right of access to water is perhaps the most widely 
denied right in the world. More than one billion people lack access 
to safe drinking water and more than 2.6 billion people live without 
the conditions to dispose of human waste and maintain personal 
hygiene in a way that avoids illness or disease. 
 
The African continent has an estimated population of over 800 million, but some 
300 million Africans have no access to safe drinking water and 313 million lack 
basic sanitation. 

The impact of lack of access to drinking water, sanitation and simple hygiene
is felt mostly by children, as more than one million children die needlessly
each year from diarrhoea caused by a lack of clean drinking water.

Lack of water is also a significant problem for small-scale farmers, who represent 
a majority of farmers in developing countries. More than 95% of African farmers 
have no access to water for crop irrigation, for example, and have to rely on raid-
fed production. That severely restricts crop yields in many locations and imposes a 
huge work burden (especially on women) to try to keep crops watered and alive. 

Certain basic requirements are essential for a dignified life, indeed 
for life itself. Water is one of these essential human needs.

An adequate supply of safe, clean water is necessary to prevent 
death from dehydration, reduce the risk of water-related disease 
and provide for drinking, cooking, personal and domestic hygiene 
requirements – as well as crops and livestock. 

In 2000, the United Nations (UN) set a Millennium Development Goal (MDG)  to 
halve the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation by 2015. To achieve this means bringing clean water to 300,000 people 
every day by 2015. The United Nations Development Programme has estimated 
the cost of meeting this target at €7.5bn every year from 2008 to 2015.

The money required sounds big and the challenge involved is huge. Yet because 
the poor in developing countries prioritise access to water and sanitation, the 
efforts of governments and NGOs in this area end up being multiplied massively by 
the inputs of people themselves. And the €7.5bn required to meet the UN target, 
although considerable, is still less than the sum spent on bottled mineral water in 
Western Europe in 2007.

The effects of climate change will present significant problems in the future, with 
more severe flood and drought events, but also less access to river and lake water 
in many places, creating problems for human and animal health, loss of land and 
livelihoods. Violent conflict for resources is expected to create ‘water refugees’.
Least developed countries have done little to contribute to climate change 
but, according to the UN, they are most vulnerable to its effects – with Africa 
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the most vulnerable region because of the extreme poverty of many Africans, 
frequent natural disasters such as floods and droughts, and an agriculture heavily 
dependent on rainfall. By 2050, ‘water stress’ is projected to affect 600 million 
people in 18 or more countries in Africa alone.

“A few generations ago, the poorer citizens of leading industrial 
nations had life expectancies not so different from those we see  
in Sub-Saharan Africa today. It was only when public services for 
health, education, water and sanitation were provided for all that 
life expectancies ... rose sharply.”                  Mary Robinson - 2006

What are Irish NGOs doing about it?
Few Irish NGOs focus directly on water as a development priority, yet many 
address related issues every day – for instance through their work in agriculture, 
supporting livelihoods, public health, women’s empowerment, community 
participation and humanitarian assistance. Among other actions, Irish NGOs are:

Securing emergency supplies of clean water by drilling boreholes and providing 
water storage tanks and water purification tablets;

Investing in infrastructure to assist poor and isolated rural communities;

Providing oral dehydration sachets to promote early treatment of dehydration 
from diarrhoea;

Organising hygiene activities to reduce the incidence of diarrhoea, typhoid, 
dysentery and other water-borne diseases;

Facilitating access to water for irrigation to help increase yields in      
agricultural production;

Working with communities to design and install solar water pumps; 

Setting up village water committees to give communities ownership over water 
infrastructure and an interest in maintaining it;

Partnering with local NGOs in developing countries to develop learning and 
understanding about the right to water; and

Working with local NGOs, women’s groups, farmers’ groups and communities 
who are advocating for greater investment in water and sanitation by their own 
governments.

The benefits of improved water and sanitation services include, in addition to 
quality of life gains, improvement in productive time due to less time spent ill, 
reduced health sector and personal costs, and the value of prevented deaths.
The UN estimates that for every €1 invested in water and sanitation, there is a 
multiplier effect of €8 more through reduced health spending and increased
worker productivity. 

Protecting adequate supplies and ensuring equitable access to sufficient safe 
drinking water will be a global problem in years to come. In many developing 
countries, it will present a huge challenge to sustainable human development. 
In some locations, including arid and semi-arid parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, 
balancing scarce water resources with fair and sustainable access to them          
will continue to be a matter of life and death.


