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 Introduction

Few scholars would question that there has been a “Global Rise of Social 
Cash Transfers” (Leisering 2019). Since the “quiet revolution” of social 
protection expansion started in Latin America around the new millen-
nium (Hanlon et al. 2010, 4), social protection programs—be they con-
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ditional or unconditional cash transfers, public works, feeding schemes or 
combinations of these—have spread across the Global South. In many of 
these countries, the “primary and most consistent advocates of social pro-
tection appear to be global actors” (Rudra 2015, 468). It is the transna-
tional actors—multilateral agencies like the World Bank and the United 
Nations, as well as bilateral ones such as the Department for International 
Development (DFID)—who have been most enthusiastic about the pov-
erty-reducing potentials of social protection, and it is largely through their 
encouragement that national governments have adopted social protection 
programs (Deacon 2007; McCord 2009; Hickey and Seekings 2017).

In reaction to global social policy research, which emphasizes the role 
of transnational actors with promoting social policy (e.g. Deacon 2007, 
2013; Kaasch 2013), there is increasing attention to the importance of 
domestic politics in sub-Saharan Africa. External organizations cannot 
merely impose policy ideas but need to link these ideas to national policy 
processes and to connect with domestic policymakers (Foli 2016; Ulriksen 
2019). Social protection policies are unlikely to take off, let alone be 
maintained, if they do not fit the developmental ideas of national elites or 
otherwise appeal to key domestic actors (Niño-Zarazúa et  al. 2012; 
Lavers and Hickey 2016; Hickey and Seekings 2017; Hickey et al. 2019). 
Even in sub-Saharan African countries committed to the adoption of 
social protection, many of the national governments have been rather 
unenthusiastic about programs they perceive to have the potential of 
creating dependency and of imposing a threat to salient values of 
self- reliance and family kinship (Ulriksen 2019; Seekings 2019). 
Consequently, elites in sub-Saharan Africa have often, at least initially, 
resisted the introduction of social protection programs, and as far as they 
have been persuaded by donors this has been if the proposed policies fit-
ted the strategies and ideas of national elites.1

While the social protection reform processes have been incremental 
and the expansion of coverage slow (even if the number of programs has 
increased substantially), most African governments have gone along with 

1 For instance, in Ethiopia and Rwanda social protection programs are strongly supported by 
national governments, as they are seen as being important for maintaining political stability and 
legitimacy (Lavers and Hickey 2016).
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the global social protection agenda although there is also a perception that 
the “global” agenda is dominated by a “Western preoccupation with the 
rights of individuals” (Seekings 2019, 7). Not so in Botswana. As we 
argue in this chapter, the welfare policy regime in Botswana has not 
fundamentally shifted away from its familial focus based on the conserva-
tive ideology of the ruling Botswana Democratic Party (BDP), despite vari-
ous attempts by transnational actors (Seekings, Chap. 5, this volume). As 
explained elsewhere, welfare policies in Botswana are residual and family-
oriented, their main components being workfare for the able- bodied and 
supplementary feeding schemes for designated vulnerable groups; only 
selected groups (e.g. orphans) who have ceased to be supported ade-
quately by kin may receive some direct support by the state (in cash and/
or in kind) (Seekings 2016a, c; Ulriksen 2017). Politically, the ruling 
BDP has been in power since independence in 1966, and although sup-
port has declined over time and some political competition has made the 
BDP introduce broader social protection policies (most noticeably the 
old age pension of 1996), the party has maintained a strong conservative 
ethos in policy-making, emphasizing family, self-reliance and hard work 
(Ulriksen 2012, 2017; Seekings 2016b).

Being today a higher-middle-income country largely independent of 
international aid, the potential influence of transnational actors may be 
perceived as being limited. However, there have been pivotal moments 
when Botswana was extremely reliant on external support, such as during 
the drought crises of the 1960s (see Seekings, Chap. 5, this volume), dur-
ing the AIDS pandemic of the 1990s, which hit Botswana particularly 
hard, as well in the 2010s when transnational actors across sub-Saharan 
Africa started to promote social cash transfers. In this chapter we focus on 
the latter two critical moments when one would expect the influence of 
external actors to be substantial. Furthermore, we concentrate on child 
welfare policies—the Orphan Care Programme and the non- introduction 
of a general cash grant—as the well-being of children is an important 
issue to both the government and transnational actors. Our analysis high-
lights that although transnational actors have succeeded with persuading 
the government to change aspects of the Orphan Care Programme, the 
transnational actors have been unable to fundamentally sway the govern-
ment to pursue an individual, rights-focused welfare policy paradigm. 
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Instead, the government maintains a conservative welfare ideology which 
centers on the family and self-reliance as important virtues of social security. 
The case studies are based on an in-depth qualitative analysis presented in 
more detail in Chinyoka (2019). Before we explore the two cases, we first 
provide an overview of child welfare policies in Botswana.

 Child Welfare Policy in Botswana

In Botswana, the state plays an active role in providing social protection 
through investment in goods and services including education, housing, 
water and sanitation (Nthomang 2007, 3). The government funds self- 
help poverty reduction programs particularly in urban areas. The poor, 
however, rely on kinship care by the family, albeit with limited family 
capacity, and work-based social provision such as public works programs.

Botswana is a case of a “familial child welfare regime” where public 
provision for children reflects a primary commitment to the family: 
Botswana provides transfers in the form of coupons for orphans but not 
for non-orphaned children, however poor they are; instead, poor families 
with children are supported through workfare or other (mostly in-kind) 
payments to adults, and through feeding schemes. The familial primarily 
in-kind benefits are generous per household but ungenerous per person 
relative to the national and international poverty lines. Social protection 
benefits are not based in statutory provisions.

To elaborate, children in Botswana are supported by several programs 
(see Table  10.1). The Orphan Care Programme (OCP) provides direct 
benefits for orphans and vulnerable children, reaching about 5 percent of 
all children in 2013; the OCP transfers were US $0.90 per person per day 
(in December 2017), which is ungenerous relative to the international 
poverty line of US $1.90 per day. Children also benefit directly from gov-
ernment school feeding programs, initiated in the mid-1960s and taken 
over by the government from the World Food Programme in 1997 (see 
Seekings, Chap. 5, this volume). These are operated at primary and sec-
ondary levels, and in some cases from the registration of children’s parents 
as destitute persons. There are special provisions for the children of remote 
area dwellers (under the Remote Area Development Programme).
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There are a number of other programs where children are indirect ben-
eficiaries, such as the Community Home-Based Care, Vulnerable Group 
Feeding, Old Age Pensions, Destitute Persons, and Ipelegeng (a public 
works program). Generally, these programs offer in-kind benefits that are 
relatively generous and family-based in that beneficiaries receive a family-
based food basket/coupon determined by family size. Notable exceptions 
are the Old Age and World War Veterans pensions which are cash-based 
benefits, but there are strong expectations that such benefits are shared 
among families, not least because—partly due to the AIDS pandemic 
covered in the next section—many children are still taken care of by their 
grandparents or other elderly relatives (Dahl 2014). The government’s 
provision of family-based benefits reflects the political elite’s ideas about 
reinventing family bonds and the cultural practice of sharing scarce 
resources, including food, in times of need. Social policy, hence, is rooted 
in the cultural attributes of kinship (Durham 2007).

In the following, we focus on the OCP (Orphan Care Programme), as 
this is the only policy directly targeting children; moreover, it was intro-
duced at a pivotal moment when transnational actors played a critical 
role in Botswana, due to the HIV/AIDS crisis. The main actors in the 
policy bargaining processes were political elites in government preferring 
targeted in-kind transfers and workfare programs, UNICEF pushing for 
the introduction of cash transfers and universalization to include all chil-
dren, the World Bank supporting poverty targeting and the introduction 
of cash transfers and the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) advocating for full government funding of all 
social cash transfers.

 Case 1: The Orphan Care Programme

Since the diagnosis of HIV in Botswana in 1985, the country has contin-
ued to have high prevalence rates. In comparison to its Southern African 
neighbors—South Africa, Namibia and Zimbabwe—also affected by the 
advent of HIV and AIDS in the 1990s, Botswana was one of the hardest 
hit, with high numbers of AIDS-related deaths, triggering an unprece-
dented increase in “AIDS orphans”. A total of 110,000 and 120,000 children 
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lost their parents to AIDS in 2003 and 2005, respectively (UNICEF 
2005). An estimated 77 percent of registered orphans and 16 percent of 
all children in 2007 were AIDS orphans (Central Statistics Office 2009b, 
55). Many Batswana children grew up “as double orphans, in single par-
ent families or even in child-headed households” (UNICEF 2012, 17).

Festus Mogae, President of Botswana from 1998 to 2008, viewed 
HIV/AIDS as “the biggest problem facing post-colonial Botswana”, as it 
became an economic and security threat to the nation (Kaboyakgosi and 
Mpule 2008, 302). The government, in collaboration with international 
donors, mounted a strong HIV/AIDS intervention, achieving universal 
access to HIV treatment by the end of 2011 and halving new HIV infec-
tions for infants between 2009 and 2012, thereby making important 
progress toward achieving an AIDS-free society (GoB and UNDP 2010), 
although “its capacity to sustain the response [was] being stretched to the 
limit”.2 Mupedziswa and Ntseane (2012, 60) argue that “the pandemic 
threatened the socio-economic fabric of Botswana society, with bread-
winners succumbing to the virus in large numbers, in the process leaving 
behind thousands of orphans and vulnerable children requiring 
assistance”.

The concern about AIDS orphans prompted the government to pre-
pare and adopt a National AIDS Policy in 1998 to reduce “the impact of 
HIV/AIDS on society” through, among other activities, “provisions for 
orphans”, reviewing the Destitute Policy “to make special provision for 
children orphaned due to AIDS” and “to make provision for distressed 
children of parents infected with HIV as well as those sick with AIDS” 
(MLG 2006, 3). The following year, the Short-Term Plan of Action (STPA) 
on Care of Orphans in Botswana was formulated and, based on this, the 
OCP was initiated to provide orphans with in-kind benefits to cover their 
immediate basic needs.

The year 1999 was a turning point in the social policy history of 
Botswana, as the STPA was the first and only policy directly targeting 
children since independence. The STPA’s main objective was “to respond 
to the immediate needs of orphans, that is, food, clothing, education, 

2 UNDP website http://www.bw.undp.org/content/botswana/en/home/countryinfo.html; accessed 
30 March 2016.
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shelter, protection and care”. In keeping with the BDP government’s 
approach of delivering services to the needy, the STPA emphasized that 
the government will support “community-based responses to the orphan 
problem” (MLG 1999, 15), suggesting support of the familial and com-
munity approaches that existed before the AIDS era (for more details on 
this see Chinyoka 2019; Seekings 2016a). Although the OCP’s ultimate 
goal was to remove orphans from the poverty trap (Ntseane and Solo 
2007, 93), its immediate aim was to “offset the burden of [families/kin] 
taking on additional mouths to feed” (Dahl 2009, 29). Hence, the OCP 
promoted kin-based orphan care.

The value of the food basket remained unchanged, with P21,600 per 
orphan, irrespective of the geographical location of their home from 
1999 until 2009. In 2010, the value increased and ranged between 
P50,000 (US $41) and P65,000 (US $76) depending on geographic 
location (urban, peri-urban or rural). The amount was supposed to be 
“adjusted for inflation at the beginning of each financial year but it has 
not been reviewed since 2010 due to affordability concerns, to allow 
more children to be enrolled on other programmes, particularly the 
increasing children in need of care (vulnerable children)” and to “direct 
more financial resources towards income generating projects for families 
with children to increase their chances of self-reliance”.3

Donors were influential in the outreach of the OCP. Although the 
government-PEPFAR4 funding partnership was that of a government- 
supported partnership, the pressure to target orphans was unusual for a 
higher-/middle-income country. This pressure is attributed to the fact 
that until 2013 OCP was funded by USAID under the PEPFAR pro-
gram through the National AIDS Coordinating Agency (NACA). 
Although the government was committed to the OCP, its willingness to 
financially support the program was absent until the 2010s, and the gov-
ernment took over only in 2014 when it started funding OCP from the 
ministerial budget. While donors were heavily involved in funding the 

3 Quotes from interviews in Gaborone, cf. Chinyoka 2019.
4 PEPFAR: The President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief is an initiative by the US government 
to address the global HIV/AIDS pandemic and was launched by President George W.  Bush 
in 2003.
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OCP, they did not contradict but rather supported the government’s nar-
row targeting of AIDS orphans, which resonated with the BDP’s con-
servative ideology, as we will explain in the following.

From the outset, the OCP is not means-tested; all families with 
orphans under 18 years are eligible for the program. An orphan is nar-
rowly defined as “a child below 18 years who has lost one (single parents)5 
or two (married couples, whether married in civil or traditional mar-
riages) biological or adoptive parents”. The STPA further defines “social 
orphans” as “children who are abandoned or dumped or whose parents 
cannot be traced” (MLG 1999, 9). This definition excluded children liv-
ing with single parents, such as the mother only but with “absent fathers”, 
who constituted 35 percent and 16 percent of orphans according to a 
broader definition (see below) in 2001 and 2008, respectively (Central 
Statistics Office 2001, 2009a).

The orphan definition contrasts with other definitions both within 
Botswana and internationally. The Botswana Central Statistics Office 
(now Statistics Botswana) defined orphans as children under 18  years 
who have lost one or both parents or whose parents’ survival status is 
unknown, while the UNICEF/UNAIDS/USAID (2002, 31) state that 
“an orphan is a child below the age of 18 years who has lost one or both 
parents”. The latter definition was adopted by Botswana’s neighbors, 
South Africa, Namibia and Zimbabwe. The narrow STPA orphan defini-
tion applied by the government excludes children falling under the 
“orphan” category according to the international definition. Thus, in 
Botswana, a child born out of wedlock can lose one parent through death 
and will not be regarded as an orphan. For instance, “single” orphans 
(either maternal or paternal) are not recognized in Botswana. To compel 
absent fathers to provide for their children, “[d]eserted children born out 
of wedlock were excluded from the definition of an eligible orphan, and 
therefore excluded from benefits under STPA unless there was clear proof 
that the child’s father had indeed died” (MLG 2006, 4). As a result of this 
disparity, orphan rates were estimated at 7 percent and 17 percent in 
2008, applying the Botswana and the international definitions, respec-

5 This definition only refers to children who had a single parent and lost that parent through death 
and excludes children who had two parents (unmarried) and lost one parent through death.
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tively (MLG 2008). By accepting the government’s narrow definition of 
orphans, the example reveals the donors’ inability to push the government 
to agree to international standards; the donors also (inadvertently) con-
sented to many children being excluded from the program.

Furthermore, although the OCP was a programmatic response to 
AIDS and the associated social and demographic changes, its implemen-
tation was residual and conservative. It was residual given the narrow 
definition of orphans and conservative because orphans were supported 
within a family, indirectly promoting the extended family (familial). 
Even though some rich families caring for orphans might have benefitted 
from the OCP since it was not means-tested, many orphans joined their 
extended families in the rural areas when their parents died, and most of 
the caregivers were likely to be elderly and poor (Dahl 2014). The liveli-
hoods of these poor caregivers depended on the food baskets and were, 
like other beneficiaries of food aid for the poor, BDP loyalists (Ulriksen 
2017). Overall, Mogae seems to have intensified his response to AIDS, 
but the response (introduction of the OCP) also buttressed his election 
campaign for the 1999 elections. Without specifying the strategies to be 
taken, Mogae underscored that “[t]he BDP will continue to pursue new 
strategies to mitigate the effects of HIV/AIDS and arrest the spread of the 
virus”.6

The government had spearheaded social transfer provision especially to 
orphans through the STPA, without a major focus on vulnerable chil-
dren. The exclusion of vulnerable children during the formulation of 
STPA was, as a result of the plan, being “largely guided by a rapid assess-
ment of orphans” without considering “the distribution and magnitude 
of problems facing orphans (not to mention other vulnerable children)” 
(MLG 2006, 6). A 2005 MLG (Ministry of Local Government)-
UNICEF-supported evaluation concluded that “STPA has managed to 
reach virtually all eligible orphans with food packages” that “helped to 
protect not only the nutritional status of the orphans, but also other chil-
dren in orphan caregiving households, and even caregivers” (MLG 2006, 
15). The evaluation established that “orphan” food was shared among 

6 BDP 1999 Election Manifesto, p1, accessed 16 August 2015, https://sadcblog.files.wordpress.
com/2011/07/bdp-1999-manifesto-botswana.pdf.
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family members, suggesting that the OCP basket was already a “family 
basket” although the government did not initially see it as such. While 
acknowledging that the move from an orphans to an OVCs (orphans and 
vulnerable children) orientation was already under way, as some vulner-
able children in destitute families were supported under the Destitute 
Persons Programme, the evaluation recommended that the OCP “move 
from an orphans focus to an OVC focus” (ibid., 17).

Based on these recommendations, the MLG, supported by USAID/
PEPFAR, commissioned a National Situation Analysis on OVCs in 
mid-2007. The OVC situation prompted the MLG through the Social 
and Community Development departments at council level to start reg-
istering “vulnerable children” who were not benefitting from any other 
social assistance programs under the Destitute Persons Programme. A 
vulnerable child was defined as a “person below the age of 18 years who 
is in any situation or circumstance which is or is likely to adversely affect 
the child’s physical, emotional, psychological or general well-being, 
which prevents the enjoyment of his or her rights, and who is in need of 
protection”. The number of registered vulnerable children benefitting 
and receiving similar support as orphans has been increasing. The num-
ber increased from 25,483 in 2008 to 29,033 in 2009 and to a peak of 
34,633 in 2010. By October 2015 the number had decreased to 33,681, 
as more children exited the program compared to entrants. Entrants were 
few, due to the shortage of social workers who were overwhelmed by 
other duties than assessing referred children.7

Donors played a significant role in advocating for the expansion of 
support to vulnerable children other than orphans. The 2006 STPA eval-
uation and the 2008 Situation Analysis on OVCs were primarily funded 
by UNICEF Botswana and USAID/PEPFAR, respectively. Through the 
evaluation UNICEF, as an international United Nations (UN) agency 
advocating for universal coverage of global child social protection, suc-
cessfully lobbied for a shift among policy-makers from focusing on 
orphans to including other vulnerable categories. The government recog-
nized the expansion as a way to strengthen disintegrating family  structures 
struggling to provide for children. While the USAID/PEPFAR would 

7 Information received in the course of interviews with key stakeholders.
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have preferred a continuation of merely orphan-targeting (which reveals 
some disagreement among donors as will be discussed in the penultimate 
section), the USAID went along with the government inclusion of other 
vulnerable categories, as political and financial buy-in of the expansion 
was important as a part of its exit strategy. At the time of the expansion, 
the OCP was principally funded by USAID. USAID’s strategy was first 
to have the government enrol vulnerable children on the tax-funded 
Destitute Persons Programme and later allow the government to take 
over OCP. While the government immediately adopted the expansion 
recommendations, it took over OCP funding only in 2013.

The USAID-funded situation analysis on OVCs (orphans and vulner-
able children) became “a precursor to the development of a National 
Policy on Orphans and Vulnerable Children”, still a draft, that would 
guide the expanded provision of essential services to vulnerable children 
(GoB 2013). The draft policy is destined to provide an overarching 
framework to support and guide the delivery of comprehensive, inclu-
sive, “age appropriate, integrated and quality responses to all vulnerable 
children”, contrasting previous OVC responses which tended to sepa-
rately focus on orphans and other groups of vulnerable children and did 
not tend to be well guided, coordinated or monitored (GoB 2013). The 
policy, like Zimbabwe’s harmonised social cash transfer, is set to pro-
mote a family care approach to the care and support of OVCs. However, 
the strategic emphasis of the policy on social protection is “targeted 
interventions and services provided on the basis of assessed needs and 
vulnerability”, presenting both the “government’s intention to promote 
and protect the rights” of Botswana’s most vulnerable children and its 
minimalist approach to social provision for families with children. The 
proposed policy has gone through two drafts (2009 and 2013) but is—at 
the time of writing—still awaiting cabinet review, perhaps because the 
government wants to “discourage dependency” and would rather sup-
port OVCs caregivers through employment and self-employment initia-
tives to strategically limit the number of vulnerable children depending 
on government support.

The reforms of the OCP to expand the program on vulnerable chil-
dren indicate a slight but not clear shift to poverty targeting, reflected by 
the means test (chronically ill or unemployed guardians), but the provi-
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sion remained familial, in that the program targeted no individual chil-
dren but families with vulnerable children. Furthermore, despite the 
augmented wider range of “vulnerable” children, many children contin-
ued to be excluded from the category because the government remained 
anxious about both “dependency” and “affordability”. The BDP adminis-
tration expected that the situation of vulnerable children would improve 
and that the registered numbers would decrease once their parents or 
caregivers were empowered through poverty eradication programs such 
as Ipelegeng and other government-funded income-generating activities. 
According to that view, against all evidence reported by social workers on 
the deteriorating situation of vulnerable children, the ongoing increase in 
the number of vulnerable children was considered temporary and did not 
warrant a stand-alone, long-term policy intervention.

In sum, transnational actors heavily supported AIDS programs in 
Botswana and were able to push the government to expand the focus 
from orphans to vulnerable children. However, the donors did not con-
tradict the government’s narrow definition of orphans nor its emphasis 
on family-oriented food baskets. As we shall see in the following, another 
push by transnational actors was the idea to introduce a social cash transfer.

 Case 2: Introduction of Cash Grant Versus 
Rationalization of the Food Basket

Like elsewhere on the African continent (and beyond), transnational actors 
have sought to promote poverty-targeted cash transfers in Botswana as 
alternatives to the largely in-kind, family-based benefits. However, to no 
avail. As we explain in the following, the Botswana government rejected, in 
turn, the proposals coming forth (first for a child support grant [CSG] and 
thereafter for a family cash-transfer program) and instead adjusted the 
existing programs fitting its conservative ideology. These proposals came in 
the context of a poverty-targeted program that would cover all families in 
absolute poverty being absent; a program that was favored by international 
actors, particularly UNICEF and the World Bank.

The first proposal by transnational actors was a child support grant 
(CSG). The process started in 2009–2010 when the government, through 
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the Department of Social Services in the Ministry of Local Government 
(MLG), supported by UNICEF and Regional Hunger and Vulnerable 
Programme (RHVP), commissioned a countrywide situation analysis 
and development of a framework for social protection led by a team of 
international and national social protection experts. The international 
consultants were led by Frank Ellis, a UK-based social protection special-
ist whose earlier work in Southern Africa and elsewhere had advocated 
for universal, rights-based cash transfers. The local consultants were Dolly 
Ntseane, an academic, seasoned researcher and consultant in social policy 
and social work, based at the University of Botswana, and Tebogo Seleka, 
the Executive Director of Botswana’s leading independent development 
policy think tank with a history of poverty reduction strategies (the 
Botswana Institute for Development Policy Analysis [BIDPA]). The team 
identified emerging social protection needs for children and developed a 
Social Development Policy Framework for Botswana (see Devereux et al. 
2010; Ellis et al. 2010).

The consultants proposed a CSG with the purpose of “curb[ing] the 
hunger, malnutrition, social exclusion and other forms of deprivation to 
which many children are vulnerable, especially in poorer families and 
most seriously in their pre-school years, with potentially lifelong conse-
quences”. Like in South Africa, the CSG “would involve payment of a 
regular monthly cash grant, (adjusted annually for inflation), to the primary 
caregivers of children” (Turner et al. 2011, 97) and would cost 1.2 per-
cent of GDP (similar to South Africa) in 2010 (but with the anticipated 
cost dropping to 0.7 percent by 2020, as the GDP grew and poverty 
declined) (Devereux et al. 2010). Anticipated to make a broader-based 
assault on poverty and “substantially limit the costs of providing emergency 
relief in the event of shocks and disasters such as drought” (Turner et al. 
2011, 100), the proposed CSG (child support grant) could be introduced 
incrementally, beginning with the youngest age group (e.g. 0–6 years) 
and gradually extending it to all those under 18 years. The CSG initial 
transfer would be set at “P100 per month (with subsequent annual con-
sumer price index linking)” and means-tested “through specifying an 
appropriate index-linked upper earnings limit for the primary carer and 
spouse, and/or targeting it to poorer parts of the country, in order to 
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concentrate benefits on the most needy” (Ellis et al. 2010, 13). The ratio-
nale for the grant was its potential to combat the “vulnerability and 
inequality that is offered by the patchwork of existing social assistance 
measures” (ibid., 11).

Despite support from bureaucrats in the Department of Social 
Protection, who thought the CSG “would reduce the administrative 
burden of screening deserving children as well as reduce workload for 
overburdened social workers”,8 the BDP government rejected the CSG 
proposal. The cabinet argued against the CSG, as “not every child requires 
government assistance and universalism will cause dependency and lazi-
ness which is against government policy that is encouraging graduation 
and self-reliance through participation in government funded poverty 
eradication self-help programmes”.9

This view was also expressed by the then President, Ian Khama, who 
had reminded “the nation at large that … we need to rekindle our spirit 
of self-reliance” in his 2009 inauguration address to the National 
Assembly (Khama 2009, 5). Makgala (2013) argues that the ethos of 
 self- reliance and self-help has been part of the Batswana tradition but was 
being eroded and replaced by overdependence on the state. Khama’s 
speech seemed determined to preserve this ethos. Continuing with the 
current narrowly targeted safety nets would reduce excessive reliance on 
government support at the expense of boipelego (Setswana word for self- 
reliance). The rejection also reflects the government’s view of the poor, 
that it should only support those that are poor and not able to support 
themselves and their families through labor. Contrary to evidence from 
“Mexico’s PROGRESA programme and South Africa’s CSG”, ascertain-
ing that cash transfers “actually reduced dependency by making it possi-
ble for recipients to look for and find paid employment” (Devereux et al. 
2010, 71; Surender et al. 2010), the Botswana government perceived that 
introducing the CSG would mean that even the “working poor” families 
would benefit if their income fell below the established eligibility thresh-
old, which would discourage people from working for their families. 
UNICEF, RHVP and other partners had sought to provide evidence 

8 Interview, cf. Chinyoka 2019.
9 Interview, cf. Chinyoka 2019.
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for the development of “A Social Development Policy Framework for 
Botswana” to put the CSG on the political agenda but lacked political 
support from the conservative BDP government that preferred to continue 
addressing poverty through economic growth rather than introducing a 
more inclusive child grant.

Perhaps as a strategy to reject the proposed CSG by transnational 
actors, the government instead pursued a rationalization of the OCP 
food basket in 2010. Until 2010 each orphan registered under the OCP 
would receive his or her food ration. A household with three orphans 
would receive three food baskets. Rationalization implied that a “family” 
food basket was provided based on the number of household members. 
In other words, the basket depended on family size rather than eligible 
individuals, suggesting a further shift from individual to family focus. 
The food basket per each benefitting household was calculated according 
to family size and age of household members. Using this formula, one 
orphan plus two family members were entitled to one food basket, one 
orphan plus three or four family members would receive one additional 
food basket and one extra food basket would be allocated for every two 
additional household members.

This familialist approach was compelled by the government’s concern 
about reported wastage of surplus food especially in houses with many 
orphans receiving “more than enough”, about an increase in the abuse 
(reselling) of food baskets and about the financial sustainability of the 
program. There was a need to “rationalise and redistribute” rations from 
recipient families perceived to be abusing food for other needy groups. 
The government was aware of the increasing number of OVCs in 
Botswana (cf. case 1) and realized that many of the households with 
orphans, who were already receiving a food basket, also included other 
“vulnerable” children; the government rationalized the food basket to 
allow both orphans and vulnerable children to benefit from the basket 
without having to introduce a transfer specific to vulnerable children.

Rationalization also implied a reduction in “destitute” families, as 
OCP beneficiary households would not qualify for government support 
under the Destitute Persons Programme. Consequently, it was effective 
in ensuring that poor families accessed basic needs but created another 
problem. For, when it came to families that were not considered under 
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the Destitute Persons Programme but had rationalized food baskets 
(because they had orphans), vulnerable children in such households were 
at risk of falling into destitution or remaining destitute. While “orphan 
households” benefitted from the food component, vulnerable children in 
the same households fell short of school fees and other education-related 
assistance only available to orphans and needy students or children. This 
exclusion error was a deliberate mechanism, on the part of the govern-
ment, to reduce the number of poor families depending on government 
provision; as a government official explained: the rationalization of the 
program is “working for us”. Rather than introducing an unconditional 
child grant targeting all children under 18 years living in poor families, 
the government opted for rationalizing the OCP food basket as, comple-
mented by the already rationalized food basket for destitute persons, 
more poor people were already receiving government support.

Despite the government’s rationalization of the food basket and clear 
rejection of the proposed child cash transfer, transnational actors contin-
ued to make proposals. This time attempts were made to better align 
policy proposals with the BDP’s preferences, but the proposals were still 
rejected. In 2013 the World Bank collaborated with BIDPA to assess 
Botswana’s social protection system, focusing on social assistance pro-
grams to inform the country’s “future social protection and labour strat-
egy and help achieve the goals of Vision 2016”, which encompasses 
lifting “84,000 families (336,000 people) from absolute poverty by 2016” 
(Tesliuc et al. 2013, 3). Even with the existing safety nets, a large number 
of families were still living in absolute poverty, while the programs, at the 
same time, drew significantly on the government’s budget at a time where 
“revenues from mining are projected to decline”, and hence there was a 
need to “increase the cost effectiveness of existing programmes” (Tesliuc 
et al. 2013, 3). This could be achieved through “a better weaving of the 
safety net through the introduction of a last resort, poverty targeted pro-
gramme”: a Family Support Grant (FSG). Such a program would eradi-
cate poverty in a budget-neutral way, as it would be funded from 0.4–0.6 
percent of GDP redirected from sponsorships and scholarships programs 
that accounted for 1.4 percent of GDP in 2012–2013.

The proposed FSG would offer “a benefit of P85 per capita per month 
(equivalent to P340 for an average family of four) to cover all families 
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living in absolute poverty that were not reached by the existing programs in 
2013”. The grant was intended to be implemented gradually, as its design 
was to be developed in 2013, piloted in 2014 and fully rolled out by end 
of 2015 (Tesliuc et al. 2013). Three options for the FSG introduction 
were recommended: the first two options suggested “replacing existing 
Destitute Persons and Orphan Care programmes with the FSG that 
would continue to cover poor and lower-middle income families taking 
care of either orphans or have destitute persons”; the main difference in 
the two options would be the extent of coverage, the first option being 
estimated to cover 24 percent of the population and the second option 
32 percent of the population. A third option was a “complementary 
FSG” which entailed offering “P85 per capita per month to all families 
identified by the proxy-means test as the 24 per cent poorest, but only to 
family members who are not already covered by other individual, more 
generous programmes”. Beneficiaries of the Destitute Persons, Orphan 
Care, Old Age Pensions or Ipelegeng programs would be excluded in the 
third option. Depending on the option taken, the first alternative would 
be budget-neutral, while options two and three would cost 0.2 or 0.35 
percent of the GDP, respectively. The grant was meant to target families 
in absolute poverty only, and beneficiary households would be selected 
through a proxy-means test, receive cash benefits and be expected to 
adhere to conditions, as the government would only provide cash to 
“poor families contingent on them investing in human capital such as 
keeping their children in school or regularly taking them to health cen-
tres” (Tesliuc et al. 2013, 77).

Although the FSG was to be a family-based poverty-targeted program 
resonating with the BDP government’s preferences for kinship- based 
benefits, the proposed implementation mechanisms contrasted the BDP’s 
preferred social assistance design. The BDP favored programs that tar-
geted the indigent and provided a safety net as opposed to a poverty- 
targeted grant. The government mistrusted beneficiaries for their abuse of 
cash benefits, and consequently the World Bank’s proposal of a cash-
based benefit was met with resistance. A conditional FSG also did not 
appeal to the BDP administration as, historically, the government did 
not impose conditions on social allowances. Moreover, if introduced, the 
grant was considered more “permanent” than most of the safety nets, 
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safe for the Old Age Pension and was likely to promote rather than dis-
courage dependency, hence contrasting the principle of self-reliance. The 
BDP found it “politically difficult” to replace existing programs (options 
1 and 2) and seemed concerned about the financial sustainability (option 
3) of endorsing the FSG. Olebile Gaborone, Permanent Secretary in the 
Office of President and Head of the Poverty Eradication Unit, distanced 
himself and the government from the FSG, saying, “They [donors] are 
just talking about it and courting us [government] to pilot it but I don’t 
see that happening. We are not part of it at the moment.”

In sum, despite evidence suggesting that poverty-targeted cash trans-
fers were more likely to reduce child and household poverty, the BDP 
rejected the CSG and FSG proposals. The BDP administration priori-
tized market-based poverty reduction (through labor), with the state pro-
viding a safety net largely through in-kind assistance to the “very poor 
and vulnerable groups in society” (Seleka et al. 2007, 2). These policies 
reflect the norms of the policy-making political elites within the ruling 
party. The BDP’s preference for self-help contradicts the provision of 
cash-based support to all poor families with children proposed by inter-
national agencies and donors. Hence, these proposals were rejected. “The 
BDP celebrated rural life, self-help and community, weaving these into a 
conservative ideology of social justice that decried excessive inequality 
and legitimated targeted interventions” (Seekings 2016b, 13). The political 
ideology has perpetuated familial in-kind transfers, preferring modest 
food rations to cash on the assumption that children will be supported by 
their working parents or caregivers.

 Resistance to Proposals by 
Transnational Actors

Why did the government of Botswana resist donor-led proposals for 
improving child welfare, and how were they able to rebuff the transna-
tional actors’ advocacy for broader and individual rights-based programs? 
Although Botswana is a higher-middle-income country, transnational 
actors are still important partners to the government in many fields, 

10 The Limits of the Influence of International Donors… 



264

including child welfare policies. Nevertheless, previous research has 
highlighted how Botswana—together with countries like Ethiopia and 
Rwanda—has been able to maintain control over its own policy agenda 
(Whitfield and Fraser 2010). Not only is the political context such that 
the BDP government experiences relative weak opposition from other 
political parties and civil society, the bureaucracy is also strong, central-
ized and professional; the state capacity scores for Botswana ranking 
among the highest in Africa.10

Crucially for our question, Botswana has a tradition of managing aid 
resources centrally within the Ministry of Finance and of fully integrating 
them into its own national development plans. The government refused 
to accept donor-led coordination, such as in the context of Consultative 
Group meetings, and instead preferred to negotiate with the donors indi-
vidually (Maipose 2009). Lack of donor coordination is quite common, 
as donors both compete and cooperate to achieve their goals. However, 
the centralized domestic management of aid negotiations in Botswana 
has perhaps further exacerbated the relative weak influence of transna-
tional actors. In our analysis, uncoordinated and competing policy posi-
tions were evident in a number of cases. For instance, the transnational 
actors up to 2013 had conflicting views about the Orphan Care 
Programme and about whether to continue targeting orphans only or to 
expand on other vulnerable children, and, with respect to the cash grant, 
the World Bank showed no support for the otherwise proposed CSG and 
instead suggested the FSG. Thus, our findings of the limited influence of 
transnational actors correspond with G. Maipose’s conclusion from his 
study, that “the government has refused aid when it was viewed as not 
being in the interest of the country, or when it was seen to be incompat-
ible with already identified national priorities” (Maipose 2009, 115).

Having now dealt with the “how” question, we still remain to discuss 
why the government of Botswana has not been persuaded by the arguments 
of transnational actors which refer to proven poverty-reducing effects as 
well as intrinsic values such as the rights of the child. One might be 

10 Botswana is the second least corrupt country (https://www.transparency.org/cpi2018) and 
among the top performers on the world governance indicators (http://info.worldbank.org/gover-
nance/wgi/index.aspx#reports).
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tempted to assume that because countries like Ethiopia and Rwanda 
(otherwise also relatively strong in their negotiations with donors) have 
adopted social protection schemes, it is because these governments share 
the same visions as the transnational actors. However, like Botswana, 
these two countries have not tended to formulate visions for develop-
ment just to be in line with donor priorities (Whitfield and Fraser 2010; 
Furtado and Smith 2009; Hayman 2009), and recent in-depth studies 
indicate that the introduction of social protection schemes is primarily to 
secure political legitimacy and that Rwanda and Ethiopia share visions of 
productive development and self-reliance, which also sits well with the 
conservative ideology present in Botswana (Lavers 2019a, b).

In fact, there are indications that political elites across many African 
countries adhere to conservative ideas of family, work and dependency 
(Seekings 2019). Countries like Uganda and Zambia have adopted social 
protection programs, but there are also debates on welfare dependency 
and issues of deservingness (Pruce and Hickey 2019; Bukenya and Hickey 
2019). A relatively aid-dependent country like Tanzania has also intro-
duced a poverty-targeted conditional cash-transfer program as promoted 
by donors. Yet, as in the other cases, current research indicates a strong 
reluctance by the Tanzanian government to fully take over the funding of 
the program, which is perceived by many as giving free handouts and 
encouraging laziness and dependency.11 Tanzania’s founding father, Julius 
Nyerere, promoted ideas of self-reliance and hard work, and this tradition 
seems to stick deep (Ulriksen 2019), as does the conservative welfare ideol-
ogy in Botswana.

 Conclusion and Implication of Findings

This volume focuses on the potential role of external national and trans-
national actors in driving social policy-making in the Global South, 
going back as far as to the influence of colonial empires (e.g. Schmitt, 
Chap. 6, this volume; Künzler, Chap. 4, this volume). The volume also 

11 http://ps.au.dk/forskning/forskningsprojekter/political-settlements-and-revenue-bargains-in-
africa/; M Ulriksen can be contacted for more details.
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emphasizes the limits of such external influences, and the case of child 
welfare policies in Botswana is a good example hereof. Transnational 
actors had some success with lobbying the government to expand the 
OCP from being purely orphan-focused to also including vulnerable 
children but the ultimate goal of introducing a poverty-targeted cash 
grant was not achieved.

The Botswana government has maintained a conservative welfare ide-
ology even at a time when rights-based cash transfers are promoted glob-
ally. Although the government in Botswana has perhaps been more 
persistent and consistent in following its ideology, and freer to do so, 
other sub-Saharan African countries also show signs of only reluctant 
support for the globally appraised social protection floor (Seekings 2019) 
with a (renewed) interest for values such as self-reliance, hard work and 
community spirit (Ulriksen 2019; Hickey et al. 2019). This (traditional) 
emphasis on the collective—the extended family, the community—seems 
at odds with the rights-based approach entailed in the social protection 
floors which highlight the rights of individuals toward the state. 
Consequently, although many African governments have initially 
accepted social protection programs promoted by transnational actors, 
the commitment may not stick so deep. The litmus test of the “Global 
Rise of Social Cash Transfers” lies in its sustainability, based on government 
funding rather than external support, and some governments—like the 
one in Botswana—may prefer, and insist on, kinship- rather than rights-
based welfare policies in the long run.
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