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Since it was established in 1974, Ireland’s Development
Cooperation programme has had a strong geographic focus
on Sub-Saharan Africa. Aid funding has always been
completely untied and it is stated Government policy that it
should remain so. Development cooperation policy reflects a
longstanding commitment to human rights and fairness in
international relations and has, as its absolute priority, the
reduction of poverty, inequality and exclusion in developing
countries.

In recent years, there have been dramatic increases in the
levels of government funding in Ireland for development
cooperation. Since the government expressed its
commitment at the Millennium Summit in 2000 to reaching
the UN target of 0.7% of GNP by 2007, Ireland’s Overseas
Development Aid (ODA) has grown from €250 million to
€450 million in 2003. ODA is now running at 0.41% of
GNP, which lifts Ireland to seventh place among
international donors in percentage terms. The Taoiseach, Mr.
Bertie Ahern, has recently restated the Government’s
commitment to reaching the
0.7% goal by 2007 despite
difficulties in the Irish and
global economies.

A range of surveys
conducted over recent
decades show strong public
support in Ireland for the
principle of helping
developing countries
matched by a willingness to
give. What is surprising,
however, is that this
generosity and openness
does not seem to be
matched by any deep
knowledge or engagement
with issues of global
development, justice or
equality. One recent piece
of research found that,
while most members of the
public claimed to know
something about developing
countries, few considered
that they knew a lot while a
majority expressed an

interest in knowing more (Weafer, 2003). Close on half of
those surveyed had absolutely no idea of how much financial
assistance was being provided by the Irish Government to
the developing world, while only one in twenty had a
reasonably accurate idea of the levels of expenditure
involved. In this survey, more than twice as many people
associated the giving of development aid with Third World
Charities as with the Irish Government. From the official
perspective, what was most amazing was the fact that a
majority of those polled had never even heard of ‘Ireland
Aid’, the official ODA arm of government. Within weeks of
the publication of this research, the title ‘Ireland Aid’ had
been replaced by ‘Development Cooperation Ireland’ (DCI).
The name change is more than cosmetic, conveying that the
‘forces which shape inequality in the world extend beyond
the issue of aid flows to the developing world and include
the areas of trade, debt, conflict, inequality between men and
women, agriculture, access to clean water, and the
HIV/AIDS epidemic’ and that DCI ‘must engage in all of

Deepening public understanding in Ireland of
international development issues

Despite strong public support in Ireland for increased development cooperation funding, research suggests limited
public understanding of global issues. Peadar Cremin reports on the greatly strengthened role for development
education in recent government initiatives to address this and reflects on the attendant opportunities and challenges. 

(Source: Market Research Bureau of Ireland survey reported in Weafer, 2003)



these areas, if our assistance to developing countries is to be
effective and sustainable’ (DCI Website). As such, the
change in nomenclature clearly heralded an intention to
broaden the agenda for public debate and engagement.

The recent research has also been useful in setting an
agenda for changing public perceptions in that it helps to
establish a baseline for current views and a benchmark
against which to assess future progress. 

The research question which sought to identify the
public’s understanding of the reasons why developing
countries are poor, (see table) is most interesting when
viewed from the education perspective. It is striking that the
dominant reasons for poverty in the developing world are
seen as arising from disease, poor healthcare, or from war or
conflicts, while issues such as the exploitation of the Third
World by better-off countries or the low status of women
languish near the bottom of the rankings. In this way, the
survey helps to identify areas which will need to be
prioritised in popular campaigns or as the focus of
development education materials and activities.

In this context and in the context of a rapid expansion in
the volume and percentage of aid, it is increasingly
recognised that heightened public awareness and
understanding of the development programme, and
engagement with the issues arising, is essential. At a time of
economic downturn, significant increases in development
cooperation funds for the developing world are likely to be
tolerated and supported only if there is a strong sense of
public ownership of, and commitment to, the development
programme. The key role which development education can
and should play in ensuring continued and increased
awareness and engagement with global development issues is
reflected in the publication in May 2003 of ‘Deepening
Public Understanding of International Development’ (Ireland
Aid) which sets out the official Development Education
Strategy Plan for 2003 to 2005.

This strategy rests on the premise that ‘people in Ireland
can contribute to global poverty reduction by challenging
policies that perpetuate poverty, by making changes to
unsustainable lifestyles and through supporting national and
international efforts to reduce poverty and promote
development’ (ibid, p.7). The approach is underpinned by a
definition of development education as a process leading to
greater participation and action for change. The definition
states that:

... development education is an educational process aimed
at increasing awareness and understanding of the rapidly
changing, interdependent and unequal world in which we
live. It seeks to engage people in analysis, reflection and
action for local and global citizenship and participation.
It is about supporting people in understanding, and in
acting to transform the social, cultural, political and
economic structures which affect their lives and the lives
of others at personal, community, national and
international levels. (ibid p.12).

Arising from this definition, the aim of Ireland’s official
development education policy is two-fold, seeking both to
support the mainstreaming of development education within
education in Ireland and to promote greater public awareness
and understanding of development issues. The mission is to
ensure that ‘every person in Ireland will have access to
educational opportunities to be aware of and understand their
rights and responsibilities as global citizens and their
potential to effect change for a more just world’.

Six strategic objectives have been set as a focus for the
life of the plan (2003 to 2005). 

• To integrate a development education perspective in
relevant education policies.

• To integrate and support the delivery of development
education in selected areas in the formal and non-formal
education sectors.

• To provide support to civil society organizations in
Ireland to increase public understanding of development
issues.

• To facilitate capacity building of the development
education sector to support and promote development
education.

• To promote more effective use of communications to
increase public understanding of development issues.

• To identify and maximize educational opportunities for
public engagement with the Ireland Aid Programme.

A detailed strategy for the achievement of each of these
objectives is presented within the Plan. The Strategy Plan
also identifies a number of cross-cutting issues which are to
be taken into account in working towards the achievement of
the objectives. These relate to capacity building; research;
links between Ireland and developing countries; development
education from a global and justice perspective; and
education resources. A rationale is presented to explain or
illustrate how each issue can contribute to the achievement
of the strategic objectives. For example, in relation to
‘development education from a global and justice
perspective’, the close links between development education
and other ‘educations’ which share similar approaches, core
values and common objectives is acknowledged. There is a
commitment to encouraging and supporting the integration
of a global and justice perspective in programmes or policies
related to Intercultural Education, Anti-Racism Education,
Multicultural Education and Human Rights Education.

It is hardly surprising that in an Ireland which attributes
much of its economic gains over the past decade to a
partnership model of development, we find that this Strategy
Plan should strongly advocate the partnership approach as a
means of promoting development education. The key
partners advocated include the Department of Education and
Science and various statutory bodies holding responsibility
within the education sector. While recognising that there has
been a long history of cooperation between both government
departments involved, this document commits the
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Department of Foreign Affairs ‘to continuing and deepening
the level of engagement’ with the Department of Education
and Science. There is also a commitment to maintaining and
developing partnership with actors in the voluntary and
community sector, including the non-governmental
development organisations, missionary and religious
organisations, solidarity and single-issue groups, youth
organisations and trade unions.

Over the years, the state sector had sought to devolve
responsibility for supporting development education within
the formal sector to semi-autonomous organisations which
drew their funding from the state. Following a review of the
sector in 2002, there was a change of approach and a new
Development Education Unit (DEU) has been established
within the Department of Foreign Affairs which will take
responsibility for the implementation of the strategy plan.
However, many of the individuals who have dealt with
Development Education and who contributed to devising the
Strategy Plan prior to the establishment of DEU are now
working within the Department, thereby giving continuity
both to staffing and to the planning process. The DEU will
draw up a business plan based on the aims and objectives of
the strategy, detailing clear outcomes and performance
indicators as well as activity plans and timescales for
implementation. Needs analysis will be undertaken and
appropriate skills training offered to the staff in the new unit.

Most importantly, from the perspective of development
education practitioners the Ministry has committed to
sustaining the level of funding for development education in
the short to medium term and increasing it in the longer
term, although, as might be expected, funding will be
allocated according to the priorities and criteria set out in the
strategic plan. There is a commitment to the establishment of
some dedicated funds, such as a Partnership Fund, a Media
Challenge Fund, a Civil Society Development Education
Fund and a Capacity Building Fund.

Lastly, a new advisory body has been established by the
Minister for Foreign Affairs. The Development Education
Advisory Committee (DEAC) has been asked:

1. to furnish advice to the Minister for Foreign Affairs and
Ireland Aid on policy matters and on strategies for the
promotion of development education

2. to oversee reviews and evaluations of development
education activities

3. to manage an annual consultation forum on development
education.

The DEAC is currently planning for the inaugural
consultative forum on development education, scheduled for
October 2003. As part of the monitoring and evaluation
process built into the Strategic Plan, DEAC has been given a
facility for obtaining regular updates on progress towards the
achievement of the various goals and objectives set out
within the plan.

Conclusion
The approach being adopted to the promotion of
development education in Ireland may be of interest to the
international development education community for a
number of reasons. The fact that development education has
been ‘re-embraced’ and brought back into the fold of
mainstream government is interesting. The effort to have
development education for the formal sector promoted and
funded through semi-autonomous agencies, conducted over
eighteen years, has now been abandoned. This creates a new
challenge for the state sector in attempting to ensure that the
place of development education within the formal education
sector is more deeply rooted than it has been. In particular, it
will be essential that the Department of Education takes on
this agenda in a whole-hearted manner and brings the
development agenda to the core of the curriculum.

From a funding perspective, it seems reasonable to
conclude that a commitment to greater expenditure in this
area is likely to be accompanied by greater scrutiny of
outcome and demands for more accountability and attendant
evaluation.

There will be some concern that tension between a
development education focus and a public relations focus
may be reflected in disagreements on resourcing, although
an increasing acknowledgement that more funding is likely
only where there is greater public understanding may help to
assuage this fear. This insight helps to address a potential
rift. It also helps to lay a foundation for a more
comprehensive and holistic approach to addressing issues of
human development, global justice and universal equality.
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