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PRIO POLICY BRIEF

Brief PointsOver the last fifteen years, Brazil has 
experienced a sharp rise and distinct 
fall in its international humanitarian 
engagement. The role of Brazilian non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) in this 
picture has been presented in conflicting 
ways. The Brazilian government has 
repeatedly underlined the importance and 
growing presence of NGOs in Brazilian 
international cooperation. At the same 
time, NGO representatives have called 
attention to the lack of government 
funding for their international activities. 
Most Brazilian NGO efforts internationally 
have been funded by UN agencies and 
countries like Norway and Canada. This 
policy brief studies Brazilian humanitarian 
engagement and Brazilian development 
NGOs working internationally, with a 
special emphasis on Haiti, and promotes a 
set of policy recommendations to Brazilian 
and Norwegian authorities.
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• Brazil’s international humanitarian 
engagement has increased significantly 
since 2005.

• The Brazilian government has praised 
the contributions of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), but no public 
funds have been available for their 
international activities.

• Brazilian NGOs have valuable 
experience in fields such as social 
inclusion, education, indigenous rights 
and environmental protection.

• The Norwegian government and 
Norwegian NGOs have given important 
funding to Brazilian NGOs abroad.

• Brazilian cooperation agencies could 
learn from Norwegian experiences on 
strategic planning, support to NGOs 
and evaluation.

Torkjell Leira Natural History Museum, University of Oslo
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Brazilian Development Cooperation 
Explained

In the early 2000s, the sharp rise in Brazil’s 
international humanitarian engagement caught 
the world’s attention. According to official 
figures, Brazilian government funding more 
than quadrupled from 219 million USD in 
2005 to 923 million USD in 2010. This increase 
included emergency relief, South-South foreign 
aid, scientific and educational cooperation and 
troops to UN peacekeeping missions.

As seen in official reports, succeeding Brazilian 
governments have shown a tendency to prefer 
the term ‘development cooperation’ over ‘as-
sistance’ or ‘aid’, as it is understood as having 
a less paternalistic connotation. As former 
President Lula da Silva put it, “The Brazilian 
government believes that cooperation for devel-
opment is not limited to the interaction between 
donors and recipients: we understand it as an 
exchange between equals, with mutual benefits 
and responsibilities”. The Brazilian govern-
ments have also highlighted their own position 
and history as different from the traditional aid 
donors in the North: Brazil was colonized by a 
European power and has considerable domestic 
poverty and development challenges. As to 
initiatives with African and Caribbean states, 
Brazil has also underlined a cultural affinity, 
based in the transatlantic slave trade and half of 
Brazil’s population being African descendants. 
These experiences have been presented as 
advantages from the Brazilian point of view. 
The Brazilian ambition was nothing less than 
to contribute to the “renewal of the development 
agenda in the twenty-first century, marked 
by the search for development models that 
combine economic growth with social inclusion 
and national prosperity with sustainability and 
global stability”.

The geographical focus of this international 
cooperation has been South America and the 
Caribbean, followed by Portuguese speaking 
countries in Africa. The prime example, and by 
far the single most expensive operation, was the 
engagement in Haiti, where the Brazilian army 
led the UN stabilization mission (MINUSTAH) 
from 2004 to 2016. After the earthquake in 
2010, Brazil also set up a big program for 
emergency relief. The efforts in Haiti did not 
go unnoticed. As observed by the Overseas 
Development Institute in 2010, “Emerging aid 
donors, such as China, India and, increasingly, 

Brazil, are changing the international aid 
architecture”.

The main reasons for the increasing Brazilian 
engagement are closely linked to Brazil’s grow-
ing international ambitions during the Lula da 
Silva presidency (2003–2010). Lula himself, in 
a report commissioned to exhibit the increased 
Brazilian development cooperation, said they 
were constructing “a policy of international 
cooperation for development, integrated into 
Brazilian foreign policy goals”. The foreign 
policy goals mentioned were the principle of 
non-indifference and respect for sovereignty, 
but according to our interviews with officials in 
the Brazilian Cooperation Agency (ABC), one 
of the underlying goals was to promote Brazil 
as a new and responsible global actor. Brazil 
was using the growing humanitarian engage-
ment as an instrument in the governments’ 
increasing regional and global ambitions. In 
this perspective, the humanitarian engagement 
was a consciously crafted tool in Brazil’s foreign 
policy.

An instructive example of this development can 
be found in the field of food security. The Fome 
Zero (Zero Hunger) program was one of presi-
dent Lula’s main campaign promises in 2002. 
When he was elected, the program was merged 
with several small federal initiatives started un-
der former president Cardoso, and called Bolsa 
Família (Family Stipend). The new program was 
a success, and is seen as the main reason for 
the sharply decreasing poverty levels in Brazil 
over the next decade. Seizing the opportunity 
to spread these experiences internationally, and 
to gain international recognition at the same 
time, the Brazilian government invested in 
promoting the Bolsa Família program abroad. 
In September 2005, the Hunger-Free Latin 
America and the Caribbean Initiative (IALCSH) 
was established, promoted by the main architect 
of the Bolsa Família, José Graziano. One month 
later, president Lula promoted IALCSH at the 
UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
summit in Rome. As a result, FAO and the 
Spanish government supported the initiative, 
which became one of the cornerstones of FAO’s 
operations in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
In 2011, José Graziano was elected Director-
General of FAO.

Since 2010, however, Brazilian investment in 
international cooperation has fallen sharply. 
From 923 million USD in 2010, the numbers 

dropped to 397 million USD in 2013. The main 
reasons for this seem to be the economic crisis 
in Brazil and the changing priorities of the 
Brazilian presidents Lula da Silva (2003–2010) 
and Dilma Rousseff (2011–2016). Times of crisis 
can be enlightening: What should remain, what 
has to go? Brazil has in the years 2011–2013 
(the last years of available statistics) maintained 
its support to international organizations like 
the UN and UN agencies like FAO. All other 
categories have been reduced significantly. In 
relative terms, humanitarian cooperation and 
peacekeeping operations have suffered the most 
severe cuts.

Brazil has made systematic efforts to syn-
thesize and improve national statistics on its 
international development cooperation. Three 
reports, from here on called Cobradi after their 
Portuguese acronym for Brazilian International 
Development Cooperation, have been published 
since 2010, covering the years 2005–2013. These 
reports present a growing number of Brazilian 
governmental agencies involved in humanitar-
ian cooperation, reaching 93 in the latest avail-
able report. They also show that an increasing 
number of countries benefitted from different 
activities, totalling 172 in the last report period 
from 2011–2013.

Brazilian NGOs and International 
Humanitarian Engagement

Brazil has a vital civil society. During the years 
of military dictatorship (1964–1985), a myriad 
of local and regional groups grew up under the 
church umbrella, and many of them turned into 
different kinds of NGOs in the post-dictatorship 
period. In the democratic Brazil, NGOs have 
become a common architecture for organizing 
in the civil society. In the last census from 2010, 
there were no less than 290,000 registered 
NGOs in Brazil, according to the Brazilian 
Institute for Geography and Statistics (IBGE).

Traditionally, Brazilian humanitarian NGOs 
have addressed local needs. Being a big country 
with a poor population, Brazil has faced a 
number of social challenges, including hunger, 
poverty and poor public education, combined 
with a lack of public funds. It is not until 
recently that the Brazilian NGOs have started to 
look abroad. This is partly due to their growing 
expertise and good results from domestic pro-
grams, and partly a consequence of increasing 
recognition of this expertise by international 
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partners and organizations. This has in turn led 
to higher domestic confidence, and more invita-
tions to participate in international events and 
join international initiatives. Better economy 
and less domestic poverty in the early 2000s also 
led to more capacity for Brazilian NGOs (and for 
the Brazilian government) to look abroad.

It has not been within the scope of this study to 
do a full survey of all Brazilian NGOs working 
abroad, but interviews and literature suggest 
that the main themes these NGOs cover are so-
cial inclusion, education, emergency relief and 
food security. Two of the most cited examples 
of NGOs working abroad are Viva Rio in Haiti, 
working in particular with social inclusion and 
emergency relief, and FASE in Mozambique, 
working primarily with food security. These 
examples also provide a second point: Brazilian 
NGOs have often followed the Brazilian govern-
ment and the private sector abroad.

In Haiti, Viva Rio’s engagement followed oppor-
tunities opened up by the presence of Brazilian 
troops in MINUSTAH. In Mozambique, FASE 
has monitored the Brazilian government 
and private sector initiative of implanting 
Brazilian agricultural experiences in the 
ProSavana program. ProSavana started in 2009 
as a collaboration between Brazil, Japan and 
Mozambique to enhance agricultural produc-
tion in the savannah regions of Mozambique. 

The inspiration for this program was found 
in the contested Japan-Brazil PROCEDER 
project that was implemented in the Brazilian 
Cerrado region in the 1980s. The Brazilian 
government considered the project a success, as 
it increased agricultural output, but civil society 
organizations saw it as project to “expel peasants 
and traditional populations, creating endless 
extensions of deforestation and a monoculture 
of soybeans and other export-oriented crops 
that until now have reproduced based on 
the intensive use of agrochemicals” (author 
translation from Portuguese). FASE followed 
the ProSavana program abroad in order to avoid 
similar problems in Mozambique.

The NGO Channel

In the field of Brazilian international coop-
eration, NGOs are often cited and celebrated. 
President Lula said in the first Cobradi report 
that “Brazilian cooperation has the commitment 
of public agencies and entities, universities and 
civil society organizations”. In a later report, the 
president of the Brazilian Institute of Applied 
Economic Research (IPEA) and director of 
ABC stated that “a growing number of public 
national institutions and organized civil society 
have incorporated overseas activities as part of 
their daily work routine.” The Brazilian NGO 
Viva Rio has received governmental prizes for 
developing humanitarian assistance in Haiti’s 

capital Port au Prince. This study therefore 
expected to find what in Norway is often broadly 
called ‘the NGO channel’: NGOs receiving fi-
nancial support from the government to execute 
activities they perform better or more efficiently 
than governmental bodies, or activities that gov-
ernmental bodies don’t have the experience or 
the authorization to do. Internationally, an NGO 
channel is mainly viewed as positive, as NGOs 
can have expertise, contacts and legitimacy that 
governmental bodies don’t possess, and thus 
can provide services that complement those of 
other types of cooperation.

There are, however, no statistics to support the 
Brazilian government’s claim of increasing 
international engagement by Brazilian NGOs. 
The governmental Cobradi reports only cover 
federal government agencies, and thus leave 
out state level government agencies, the 
private sector and civil society organizations, 
including churches and unions. Civil society 
confederations, like the Brazilian Association 
of NGOs (ABONG), do not elaborate statistics 
on international operations. The IBGE census 
report likewise lacks this information. The 
view of several informants to this study, in 
ABC, IPEA, ABONG and Viva Rio, is that the 
number of Brazilian NGOs working abroad is 
limited – and has probably been falling over the 
last couple of years.

As to the government–civil society relationship, 
the NGO informants to this study have all been 
very clear: They consider it positive that the 
government talks enthusiastically about NGO 
involvement abroad, but find these sentiments a 
bit hollow when there are no public funds avail-
able to support the organizations’ international 
activities. ABC informants understand this 
critique, but argue that the government by law 
cannot send public money to NGOs abroad. A 
counter-argument from the NGO side is that 
the government could easily change that law if it 
was a priority, but both parts agree that with the 
current composition of Congress, it is unlikely 
that we will see that happen.

Brazilian NGOs abroad do receive important 
political and logistic support. In the case of 
Haiti, Viva Rio had political backing from 
Brazilian diplomats and military forces, and 
received crucial assistance in solving transport 
and other logistic issues. The point raised by our 
interviewees that government support is low is 
still a valid one.

MINUSTAH peacekeepers distribute food rations in Haiti. Photo: UN Photo / Marco Dormino
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The project ‘Brazil’s Rise to the Global Stage: 
Humanitarianism, Peacekeeping and the Quest 
for Great Powerhood’ (BraGS) is funded by 
the Norwegian Research Council’s Latina-
merika program, and aims to understand 
Brazil’s international ambitions through its 
contributions to international cooperation, 
peace and security.

such as food security, poverty alleviation, 
environmental protection and indigenous 
rights.

• Second, Brazilian development cooperation 
suffers from a lack of strategy and coordina-
tion. The government should develop 
an international development strategy, 
containing clear aims, instruments and 
resources, with input from academia, civil 
society and the private sector.

• Third, the Brazilian government should 
remove the formal barriers that prevent 
NGOs from receiving official funding for 
their international engagement.

• Lastly, Brazil should continue to publish 
statistics on international development 
cooperation. In the future, this quantitative 
information should be combined with 
qualitative evaluation of the assistance 
provided.

As for Norway, the Norwegian cooperation 
agency NORAD under the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs has vast experience in developing 
strategies, providing financial support to NGOs 
and evaluating development organizations, 
programs and projects. This experience is 
highly relevant for the Brazilian government 
and institutions like ABC and IPEA. Norway 
and Brazil should pair these environments in 
order to further improve development initiatives 
in both countries.  

The expertise of Brazilian NGOs is highly 
valued internationally, and experience from 
Brazil is highly relevant in other developing 
and mid-income countries. This potential could 
be better utilized if Brazilian governmental 
funds could also be applied to Brazilian NGOs 
working abroad.

In the case of Viva Rio and Haiti, this point 
is especially striking. Viva Rio is arguably the 
Brazilian NGO with the largest international 
footprint. Its first scoping missions to Haiti 
were financed by the NGO Norwegian Church 
Aid (NCA) and the Norwegian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. The contact was established 
through NCA’s partnership with Viva Rio in 
Brazil, a partnership supported by funds from 
the Norwegian government through NCA. Viva 
Rio has sustained social and educational activi-
ties in Haiti with funds from UN agencies and 
the governments of Norway and Canada.

It takes time and resources to build ‘foreign aid 
NGOs’. In Norway, it has taken several decades. 
Our study has shown that there is still no such 
thing as a Brazilian NGO channel. During the 
‘boom’ years of Brazilian development coopera-
tion, there was a tendency in that direction, but 
the recent cuts have made it clear that such an 
NGO channel in Brazilian international coop-
eration will not develop now. However, as the 
Brazilian economy is recovering, this situation 
might change.

Policy Recommendations

Despite a recent drop, Brazilian government 
disbursements in international cooperation have 
increased significantly in the 21st century.

• The first recommendation of this study is 
that the Brazilian government maintains this 
positive trend. Brazil has experiences and 
competences that are highly valuable in fields 
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