FGG alliance: Ploumen, stop the cuts on development aid and start guaranteeing social return
On Thursday May 23rd the House of Representatives discussed  the document ‘What the World Deserves’, proposed by Minister Ploumen of Trade and Aid. In this document the minister explains that companies are the engine of development. But from years of experience in developing countries and numerous practical examples the FGG alliance and its partners know that this assumption is wrong. Ploumen now took the initiative to improve the textile industry in Bangladesh. It would however be better if Ploumen would encourage responsible behaviour of Dutch companies abroad in her overall policy to promote social return, especially in the area of human rights and environment. The FGG alliance will continue to oppose the cuts on crucial parts of development aid in favor of companies.

Only boosting business is not enough
What is beneficial for Dutch companies in developing countries is not always beneficial for local entrepeneurs, workers, farmers and the environment. For example, Dutch banks and pension funds have invested hundreds of millions in the Malaysian palm oil company Wilmar, a company that has been involved worldwide in land grabs, environmental offences and illegal practices. Such investments are highly detrimental to real development. Ploumen can prevent this by policies that effectively protect human rights.
Self-regulation a farce
It is a government’s task to ensure social return on development capital. This responsibility cannot be delegated to companies as is demonstrated by the countless failures of self-regulation by the private sector. The textile industries in Bangladesh and Pakistan alone are  responsible for thousands of victims due to collapsing buildings and factory fires. Clothing brands perform checks (social audits) on factories or have these done by commercial companies. These checks, however, do not guarantee compliance with labour laws. http://www.cleanclothes.org/resources/publications/fatal-fashion.pdf/view 
Ploumen announced that she wants to lead European efforts to tackle abuses in Bangladesh textile industry. This is a good initiative, but it hides a bigger problem that Ploumen’s current policy cannot solve. The FGG alliance would like to see this intention being expanded to other industries in which the Netherlands is involved. The priority should be on formulating binding national and international standards for companies to prevent the violation of human rights and environmental degradation. What is also lacking  is access to complaint mechanisms and financial support to address abuses judicially. This is something the Minister should also take care of. The infamous example of Shell in Nigeria also shows that self-regulation does not work.
http://www.milieudefensie.nl/shell 

Balance
To balance the interests of Dutch companies and those of the citizens in developing countries there is an urgent need of:
- transparancy (of financed projects and their effects)
- accountability (companies judicially liable for damage in developing countries,  access for victims to the Dutch court, independent complaint mechanisms) 
- safeguards (check on the implementation of standards and treaties regarding human rights and environment)
- monitoring (strengthening the watch dog role of civil society organizations)
These concept should certainly be applied to projects in which the Dutch government is directly investing. At the moment this balance is lacking in Ploumen’s vision and therefore abuses in ‘development’ still exist, as shown by the Barro-Blanco dam in Panama. The construction of the dam will displace thousands of people and will inevitably lead to environmental damage of the land. The Dutch development bank FMO invested around 25 millions of dollars in the project. 
http://www.bothends.org/nl/Nieuws/Laatste-nieuws/newsitem/216/Nederlandse-ontwikkelingsbank-FMO-zet-investering-in-omstreden-dam-Panama-door  

Stop perverse tax constructions and conventions
Companies abroad should not only have rights but also duties. Letter box companies may no longer benefit from Dutch tax conventions and investment protection treaties. Tax avoidance must be eradicated. At the moment developing countries miss about 160 billion dollars of tax payment because of the tax avoidance of multinationals. This is considerably more than the 100 billion dollars they receive in aid funds. The extent of the tax avoidance problem in developing countries became clear when ActionAid recently conducted a research in Zambia. Partly due to Dutch fiscal rules individual employees of Zambia Sugar, a subsidiary of the Associated British Food, pay more taxes in absolute figures  than their employer.  http://www.actionaid.org/nl/nederland/publications/sweet-nothings 
At present companies often enjoy an undesireable dominance in developing countries they invest in. They can submit costly claims when countries make changes in their policies, often aimed at the stimulation of social development, leading to lesser profits for the companies. Therefore countries sometimes even  decide to pull out of certain legislation. In other cases, a handful of law firms profit from the injustice when advising on these claims. http://www.tni.org/briefing/profiting-injustice      The Netherlands plays a major role in this because of its large number of Bilateral Investment Treaties (BITs), allowing so-called ‘treaty shopping’ and submitting as many claims as possible.     
Coherence
Minister Ploumen said that she will try her best to make sure parts of her policy (and those of other ministers) are not mutually opposing and do not have a negative impact on developing countries. However it is unclear how this will be achieved. A good example of how behaviour of the Dutch government has been detrimental to developing countries is the subject of biofuels. The Netherlands’ position on this subject in the EU has been rather inconsistent. It was only after persistent critiques that The Netherlands has acknowledged the risks of its energy policy – such as excessive land use and rising food prices- in developing countries. http://www.actionaid.org/nl/nederland/wat-doen-wij/recht-op-land-en-voedsel/biobrandstof-tanzania Although the document lists important examples of incoherent policies, it lacks a clear vision and approach to fix them. 
What else is lacking?
Minister Ploumen ignores local initiatives and strengthening organizations that can watch over good social policies in developing countries. Neither does she want to set conditions for the UN’s Green Climate Fund, founded to combat the consequences of climate change in Southern countries. The GCF should make sure their funds are allocated to these initiatives. http://cdkn.org/2013/03/feature-paradigm-shift-in-climate-finance/   Furthermore, attention for good governance and civil society is also missing. The FGG alliance calls on the parliament to make sure Ploumen’s policy will be reviewed and sharpened during the next debate
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