We are Together for Development
Together for Development is a grassroots initiative founded in 2012 in Washington DC by a group
of young professionals (economists, diplomats, lawyers, engineers, etc.) who aimed to come up with
a different approach and development aid design.
This is a very frank interview with Alexandru Ciorobea, the founder and CEO of Together for
Development.
Alexandra: Alex, how would you describe the concept behind Together for development?
Alexandru Ciorobea: I would describe it as a down to
earth alternative to dealing with poverty and aiddependency in small communities who have a lucrative
business idea, but zero access to capital, information or
other resources. Together is about addressing poverty
through targeted, measurable and accountable economic empowerment. What does that mean?
Actually it’s pretty simple: you cannot be serious
about poverty and social development as long
as you do not go down to their root causes.
Among the worst of which is the lack of access to
information about existing opportunities,
corroborated with a chronic lack of access to the
capital needed to generate development and growth.

Our aim is simple: deal with poverty one community at a time, with clear timelines, objectives and
benchmarks. We don’t discuss politics, we don’t advertise and definitely don’t spend resources
juggling truisms about development, human rights and such. There are plenty others who are
already doing a fantastic job on that department. We deal instead with concrete projects that
translate into small businesses that translate on their turn into steady incomes for the respective
communities that further translate into better living conditions and in the end, in saying that those
communities are no longer poor or aid-dependent. Simple as that.
Alexandra: Over the last 25 years, the number of donors, non-governmental organizations,
foundations, corporations, charities and other stakeholders interested in bringing a
change in poor communities living with 1.25 or 2 dollars per day in Africa and South Asia
has grown enormously. Nevertheless, despite the fact that recent poverty estimates show a
notable decline in extreme poverty, serious criticisms is very often attached to the aid
industry.
As a former UN expert and diplomat, how would you assess the progress made by
international institutions, civil society and governments in tackling extreme poverty and
achieving the MDGs?
Alexandru Ciorobea: First of, in order to “assess the progress” of something – anything, for that
matter – we need to make sure that we have enough reliable referential data and performance
indicators available, against which we should compare our “progress”.
On this particular topic – the “progress of the MDG’s” – there are two approaches: the official,
“correct” and almost non-debatable one, widely advertised all over the mainstream media who
wouldn’t dare to say anything against the morality powerhouse which is the UN; and then, the
“hush-hush” version, whispered from behind the scenes, usually over a lousy coffee in the UN
cafeterias. The latter category rarely sees the print or make it into the mainstream. A notable

exception was the “Oil For Food” scandal, from which Kofi Annan, the artisan of the Millennium
Declaration came out pretty wrinkled.
However, on the topic at hand, at least at this point, nobody in their right mind would risk his/her
career and credibility by whistling in the church of multilateralism and by criticizing the excellent
work carried out behind closed-doors by so many honorable experts. I can say that, because I myself
was once one of those “experts” wasting long sleepless nights fighting over the placement of comas
in some obscure non-compulsory resolutions or fighting over the most benign synonyms to replace
anything that sounded remotely compulsory, in scores of toothless resolutions.
Well, just to give a little context to what I’ve just said – I expect to have raised at least a couple of
eyebrows by now.
How did the MDGs come into being? In the late 90s, Kofi Annan was looking to find a way to keep
development and poverty eradication on the agenda at a time when the interest on global issues
seemed to be waning, while the international image of the UN was still severely bruised after the
Rwandan and Bosnian fiascos. He came up with the Millennium Declaration – something befitting
the symbolism of the year 2000 and in the meantime something that could be universally accepted
as “good and righteous”, channeling the energies of the international community in a more positive
direction, away from the peacekeeping resounding failures. It was a striking document defining a set
of shared values and commitments to a range of goals, collected from previously agreed outcome
documents adopted in various international summits. Lacking the force of international law or the
enforcement mechanisms of international treaties, Annan and his colleagues needed a way to
maintain political and financial support for what came to be known as the “world’s biggest promise.”
Right from the outset, the MDGs came with serious design flaws. However, these flaws were
perfectly understandable considering the haste with which the goals were agreed upon and collated
in the backrooms of the UN by a small number of high level bureaucrats from a handful of
multilateral organizations.
As a result of the somewhat undemocratic and opaque process by which the MDGs were drafted, the
goals and targets were somewhat sketchy and their flaws became quickly apparent to the people on
the field who needed to translate them into actual reality…
Concretely, let’s look a little bit against what benchmarks we were expected to evaluate the
progress made in 15 years:
– For many of the targets, reliable data collection simply did not exist or was of poor quality, or its
insufficient coverage made it irrelevant for any serious statistical analysis. You can imagine that this
was the case with many African, Central American and even Asian states in which data collection
was very difficult, unreliable or just impossible, considering the local sources and the objective
contexts in which it took place… Just think of all the countries that were affected by raging civil wars
or were engaged in military conflicts during the 90s and the 2000s… How would you collect
accurate data from there and even more so, against what data would you assess their progress later
on? Furthermore, by backdating the benchmarks of the goals to 1990 – yes, the goals and specific
targets were decided upon and designed in 2000, but the referential thresholds were backdated with
a whole decade – the challenge of data collection was made worse, even if we are to admit just that
the quality of statistical data available was worse in 1990 than in 2000.
– Even the indicators for which data collection was more reliable were highly suspect. For example,
the World Bank’s “International Poverty Line” that was set at $1.25 according to 2005 purchasing
power parity per day (the PPP) was set by an unsubstantiated method – it was widely criticized by
expert economists ever since – as it was based on random purchasing power conversions, while also
being highly dependent on the base year selected for converting the domestic currency into US
dollars… Only think that the purchasing power of $1.25 in 1990 was dramatically different from that
of 2000 and even more so, of that of 2015 after you factor in the inflation, a severe and prolonged
world economic crisis and spiking prices for essential goods. So, yes, according to the $1.25
benchmark the statistics look definitely better, however, the reality on the ground tells a different
story considering the small adjustment details just mentioned. Concretely, if 25 years ago a

Cameroonian family of four could fare reasonably well with a combined revenue of $75 per month, at
the 1990s PPP levels, well, I can assure you that the same is definitely not possible in 2015 when the
prices have gone wild especially in import dependent economies, additionally plagued by
irresponsibly high import tariffs for everything you can think of…
– Furthermore, by selecting targets that disregarded a country’s starting point on all relevant fields,
their available resources or capacity to implement structural reforms, the assessment of the MDGs,
at national level, made it almost impossible for the worst off countries in the list to be successful.
For example, consider a country that had to cut poverty by half. If we consider that 20% of the
population lives under the poverty line, then 10% of the population was expected to make it above
the $1.25/day threshold in a 15 year period. This would be reasonably manageable, considering that
the starting point was not so steep to start with. But for a country with a poverty rate of 60%, the
challenge is obviously completely different, as it needs to cut poverty by 30% of the total population
in the same 15 years, while starting from the premise that the latter country would obviously be
marred with more complicated challenges than the former, while having far fewer resources at its
disposal. Also, nobody took into account the demographic increase of the countries most affected by
the issues considered under the MDGs.
– And now one of my “favorite” objections: many of the indicators used to measure progress were
revised during the MDG process. For example, one of the most recent ones to be revisef was the
indicator for measuring progress against chronical malnutrition. When do you think this happened?
Five year into the process, or maybe eight? No, it happened in 2012, in the 22 nd year of the
referential period, when FAO leisurely presented „a new and improved” methodology for counting
the chronically undernourished. In essence, what this „new” methodology did, was no less than to
change the very definition of chronic undernourishment according to which a steadily rising number
of people affected by hunger was turned into a steadily falling trend-line. Moreover, this new
definition completely disregards a tiny little detail that would have mixed-up the numbers: during
the economic crisis, between 2008-2012 there was a dramatic increase in world food prices that
affected especially the people living in those countries that were expected to make the longest
leaps… In fact, what FAO is telling us – with the approval of its own Executive Board and that of
ECOSOC – is that according to its new, innovative method to do the counting, the number of 1 billion
people malnourished from 1990 has actually fallen to „just” 800 mil., conveniently forgetting that in
2009 it reported that the number of malnourished people – according to its own old criteria! – had
broken the ceiling of 1 billion, for the first time in human history.
Essentially it’s about changing the rules during the game if you’re not too comfy with the
performance of your favorite team. This way of cosmetizing inconvenient truths is neither new, nor
original. It’s widely used by PR companies that are paid top dollar to make their clients look good for
their investors. Unfortunately, in the case of the MDGs, the impact of these “adjustments” or
“revisions” was to alter the perception regarding the progress made towards objectives that were
too important to miss. However, even with these funny tricks, the discrepancies between the desired
results and the realities on the ground were so steep that no auditor would have agreed to push the
scalpel any further, even for the sake of the greater good.
– Lastly – and with this I promise I will end my list of personal reservations: no serious discussion
was carried out regarding 1. the mechanisms by which these goals were to be achieved and 2. how
states and international organizations would be held accountable for their failure to deliver on their
commitments to uphold the MDGs.
However, in spite of all my objections – stemming from what I gathered during my work with those
directly concerned by the success or failure of the MDGs and also by taking part directly to the
mechanics behind the drafting of such goals – certain progresses have undoubtedly been achieved.
But all these progresses were made possible, and are the most apparent, in those states in which the
local authorities proved real commitment to the greater good of their people rather than keeping
with the consecrated formula “rip the benefits as long as you have the power”. I’m thinking of the
likes of Rwanda, Botswana, Ghana, Ethiopia, Egypt, Vietnam, the Philippines, Cambodia, Sri Lanka

etc. Of course, there are many caveats regarding those indicators that are not included among the
MDGs, such as the progress toward a viable rule of law, respect for human rights, fight against
corruption, democratization, environmental protection etc.
In conclusion, regardless of the specifics and of all the bickering around whether the MDGs were
effective or not, the very fact that now we have expanded the conversation and the member states of
the UN have hit the “refresh” button by adopting the SDGs is a clear indicator that the will is there
and that the remaining problems are duly acknowledged. The most important achievement of the
MDGs, in my opinion, besides the actual improvements on the ground, is that the conversation is still
open and that the international community has stepped up its pledges towards a much more
comprehensive development agenda.
Alexandra: I heard about your work at Together for Development from the ad of the
crowdfunding campaign “Project Kribi- Time to Make a Difference’’ that aimed to empower
a small fishing community of 200 people from Kribi (Cameroon). The organization’s
approach, probably based on the oft-quoted saying Give a man a fish and you will feed him
for a day. Teach him how to fish and you will feed him for a lifetime, was to create a
sustainable business model equipping fishermen with necessary fishing tools and helping
them store/ transport/ sell their fish products on other markets than the local one in Kribi
oversaturated with same products.
Alex, how would you describe your activity as a development worker within the MDGs
framework?
Alexandru Ciorobea: Quite easy: our projects, at a micro-scale, aim to meet all 8 goals and many of
the targets of the SDGs, not in 15 years, but in 3. For example, with our first project in Cameroon,
“Project Kribi”, by setting up a lucrative cooperative in a small, homogenous community, in only 6
months of activity we achieved the following:
The daily average income per capita for all the active members of the cooperative is currently at $9,
compared to $2.3, as it was before our collaboration;
Obviously nobody is going to bed hungry anymore in our community;
Several women in the community are now involved in the administration of the cooperative and
they can now keep away from taking up risky activities;
All children in the community attend school and benefit from medical assistance;
There was no case of child or maternal death since we started the project and considering that our
members can now afford quality medical services, this is not a matter of concern anymore;
HIV/AIDS is not an issue in our community;
Currently all households have access to safe drinking water.
Furthermore, encouraged by the results of this project, we are just about to start a new one this
month, into a larger community from the central region of Cameroon. This new project is focused on
agricultural development and ecological sustainability. You can say that this new project is an
upscaling of the previous one, with a wider demographic impact.
Plus, and perhaps most importantly, considering that our projects have clear deadlines and terms of
completion – including even terms to define their failure – we definitely stand against perpetuating
the lucrative policy of aid-dependency.
So, I guess you could say that by implementing the concept of Together we are trying to play our
tiny role in bringing the MDGs and now the SDGs closer to their intended targets. As I was saying:
making a difference one community at a time.
Alexandra: The UN Summit for the Adoption of the Post-2015 Development Agenda is taking
place these days at the UN HQ in NYC. We seem to have everything in the new 17 goals and
their 169 targets. Nevertheless, as you have could experience yourself in your work, what
matters at the end of each and every day are concrete results: kids in schools, drinking
water delivered in all homes around the world, rural electrification, law enforcement in
violence-prone areas, sustainable businesses, less aid dependency, and the list can go on
forever.

What are your hopes and fears regarding the SDGs?
How do you think the new post-development agenda will restructure the development work
in the next 15 years in order to make better happen?
Alexandru Ciorobea: These are tough questions. The first: after the experience of the MDGs and
based on my own conclusions since I started working outside the very protective umbrella of the
„official capacity”, I could say that my hopes became also my fears. After you go through several
reality checks along the way, you come to realize that when your hopes meet with a very
unpredictable reality, it is only natural for fear to kick in. That’s how you turn a tad more pragmatic
in dealing with your ideals… This also leads to better defining your goals, starting from what you
know that could realistically be achieved, rather than what you wish for.
For instance, I fear that the SDGs not only that will replicate the pitfalls of the MDGs, but judging by
the scale of their ambition, will multiply and diversify them. The SDGs, in my opinion, propose a too
idealistic vision on the true potential for positive change of our increasingly unpredictable
geopolitical reality. Think only of the unforeseen events that happened in the past 6 months around
the world, many of them with long-term social and economic consequences that were not factored
into the grand development scheme of the SDGs. In our interconnected world, where the
shockwaves of conflicts and instability spread like wildfire, it is simply unrealistic to set minute
targets without considering the specificities of each country or region in which those particular
targets are expected to be implemented.
In the current collection of goals and targets, a sort of MDGs v2.1 (promising more bug-fixes while
claiming dramatically more resources from an aging computer), I’m afraid that many of the world’s
intractable development problems are not addressed. And they could not possibly be addressed,
considering that, at the end of the day, like any other document negotiated and adopted by states
with different and oftentimes diverging agendas, it is an intensely politicized material. It is the
lowest common denominator that could have been agreed by 193 negotiators, each with his own
agenda.
Just to zoom out a little bit to get some perspective: the SDGs not only that aim to put an end to
global poverty and deal with environmental crisis while ensuring universal respect for human rights,
but they intend to do all that everywhere by 2030!
Now, let’s take a closer look at our reasons to worry – I wouldn’t recommend using “fear” at this
point, as it would be a bit premature. However, let’s see:
– Same as the MDGs, the SDGs include goals and targets for which there are no reliable data
available, nor could they be available in the foreseeable future. For example, target 2.5 tells us that
by 2020 the world should “maintain genetic diversity of seeds, cultivated plants, farmed and
domesticated animals and their related wild species (…) at national, regional and international levels
(…)”. As far as I know, there are no quantitative indicators against which the development actors
(individual states or international agencies) can be judged on this target.
– The SDGs recycle indicators that were known to be deeply flawed from the MDGs’ evaluation
experience. For example, the global poverty eradication target continues to be $1.25, at the same
old 2005 PPP level. I guess nothing better could be agreed upon…
– The SDGs keep the same arbitrary way of deciding on the desirable rate of progress. For example,
under Goal 3, maternal mortality is to be cut to 70 per 100,000 births, and child mortality is to be
eliminated altogether, same as AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria, while hepatitis, water borne diseases
and other communicable diseases are to be just “combated”. Premature mortality from noncommunicable diseases is to be cut by 1/3, while road accidents are to be cut by 1/2. Who came up
with these numbers and on what criteria? Was there a serious assessment regarding the attainability
of these targets within the next 15 years? And come on, how will we exterminate all African malariacarrying mosquitoes by 2030 without using chemical insecticides? Or maybe mosquitoes-nets will
prove more effective than ever before, or perhaps some miraculous vaccine is in the pipeline to be
patented and I don’t know about it.
– Other SDGs are just too simplistic and naïve to be taken seriously by any experienced development

practitioner. For example, target 1.4 of the poverty eradication goal includes, no more and no less
than a “guarantee” that everyone should have access to microfinance, despite the fact that the best
available evidence suggests that microfinance did not prove to be the effective tool for combating
poverty as it was originally advertised. Goal number 4, on education, refers to life-long learning
opportunities for all. Again, as any expert on education from UNICEF knows all too well, while this is
a desirable goal, it is hardly one that should be prioritized over more immediate gaps to be filled,
such as: increasing the number of professional educators; reducing the number of students per
educator; increasing access to schools in order to improve attendance; design new and more
competitive curricula; or to increase family income as to allow for the parents to keep their children
in school.
And these are just a few examples that I quickly picked them from the notes I made when preparing
an op-ed on the topic of the SDGs.
However, if we are to judge by what happened with the MDGs, we can expect fifteen years of highlevel pleads for “more political commitment”, for “pledging more resources” towards an
unprecedented success that would only be missed if the largest contributors will not gradually scale
up their financial contributions while the recipients will have to “increase their political
commitments” (please read: “make more imaginative promises of reform and democratization”, in
most cases).
I also expect no change in the optimistic way in which we will be presented the progress towards the
achievement of the goals and targets – optimistic enough, but not too much, as to discourage
increased amounts of financial support from generous donors. We should never forget that the
international agencies, the ones holding the monopoly over what reaches the public eye, are funded
and controlled by governments. What does that mean? Well, it means that those who are in power in
those governments or governing structures will never be willing to look as if they failed in such an
honorable endeavor. They will want to project success and their mandates to be associated with
some achievements on such a global scale.
I’m sorry, but after living amidst real people in the developing world and getting to know, first hand,
their real problems, beyond any convenient rhetoric for the eyes or ears of the general public, I can’t
show a better brand of optimism. But again, this is just me and nothing should be taken face value.
That is exactly why I’m encouraging all those interested in real-life development, to go on the
ground, to engage in real fieldwork and experience reality for themselves, through the filter of their
own principles and ideals. Development and human rights simply cannot be done from classrooms
and textbooks, from conference halls or from 5 stars hotels. Development should happen on the
ground, not on paper, in charts or in power point presentations.
However, regardless of what may or may not happen, the SDGs, same as the MDGs, are somehow
like an experimental vaccine: they may work, or they may not, but no harm can be done by trying.
Alexandra: Together for development is an organization that seems very close to the
principle of subsidiarity, setting goals at the most appropriate level in the communities
where you carry on your projects.
Who are the communities you work with?
Could you tell us more about the current/ future projects you work on at Together?

Alexandru Ciorobea: Currently, we work in
Cameroon with 2 different communities. One is a
community of fishermen in Kribi, right on the
Atlantic coast, where we have set up a sustainable
commercial fishery and a fish-distribution operation,
while the other is located deep into a remote area
from the central region. The latter is an agrarian
community that due to its geographic isolation and
lack of access to most resources had to diversify and
develop by itself. What made us interested in them
was their proven capacity to work together and
thrive despite unimaginable adversities and without
absolutely any help from the local authorities. This second project is much larger in scale and more
diversified than the fishery. If successful, we will prove that the development model proposed by
Together can be implemented and generate results even in the most remote and geographically
challenged communities.
The third project in Cameroon is focused on the empowerment of women. Essentially, we plan to
develop an all-women cooperative that is harvesting and processing a traditional local plant called
Allanblackia Floribunda. Most of these women were victims of various forms of abuses and were
outcast by their conservative communities of origin. Their only chance for a better and dignified life
is to develop their own income generating activity. So, in a nutshell, Together intends to provide
these women with all the necessary technology that would enable them to increase their
productivity, the quality of their products and to expand their presence on the local markets.
However, the dearest and closest to my heart is the
project that we have developed in Romania, as the
pilot project of Together, back in the spring of 2013,
when we were trying to test the concept in the real
world. There we developed a fully organic and
carbon neutral bee-farm. The project is now in its
last year of development. That means that according
to our agreement, our collaboration with them will
end in May 2016. At that point, according to the
financial indicators, the project will be selfsustainable and set on a growing trend. You can find
more about it from our website and also anyone
interested can order honey, pollen and a wide range of apicultural byproducts directly from their
website: www.mellydor.ro.
In perspective, once the bee-farm project will be over next year, we intend to start another project
in Romania, most probably in the field of social responsibility and civic education focused on young
people from disadvantaged communities.
Alexandra: The name of your organization – Together for development – seems to catch the
idea of #SDG17 (Partnership for the Goals). Is the idea of partnership for development
sufficiently shared amongst decision makers, CS workers and final beneficiaries (i.e.
communities in need)?

Alexandru Ciorobea: As I was excessively long on all
my other answers I will be brief on this one. About
decision makers, the problem is not that they
wouldn’t be aware of what needs to be done. At that
level, the problem is a bit more cynical than that. It’s
all about political benefits. If a certain project
presents immediate political or image capital, then it
is likely that it will draw the necessary attention and
maybe the support of the “decision makers”,
otherwise it’s either shelved or left for the idealist
activists… With the CS workers, honestly I didn’t
have enough contacts as to form an opinion one way
or another.
However, at the level of the beneficiaries, there can be a real challenge. The idea of “partnership”
and mutual obligations, of deadlines and quantitative targets is initially difficult to grasp. It takes
time, patience and perseverance to create the premises for developing a project that would stand a
decent chance to come out on the green after the first year… This is not only applicable in countries
where one would expect that cultural differences may be the main impediments, but also closer to
home.
Believe me, it took us some many long, unsuccessful hours to try to explain to some communities in
Romania that the modern cooperatives that proved successful in many other EU countries –
especially from Central Europe, such as Czech Republic, Slovakia, Austria or Poland – have nothing
to do with the cooperatives from the communist time. We were met with a high level of reticence
and we came to understand that some people simply cannot grasp how someone would just wish to
help them develop their own businesses without giving them money but just means of production
and counseling. Moreover, very few of them seemed to understand and to be willing to accept the
rigors of a business-plan, with clear deadlines and assessable growth and productivity targets. Well,
the problems are more complex on this department and this could easily make the topic of a
different conversation some other time.
*

With a very rich academic background (holding a BA degree in Management and Administrative
Studies from Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies (Romania), an MA degree in Anglophone
Studies from Metropolitan University (Czech Republic) and being a graduate of George C. Marshall
European Center for Security Studies, (Germany), Alexandru Ciorobea became a career diplomat
with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) of Romania (2004-2012).
Posted in NYC with the Permanent Mission of Romania to the United Nations, between 2007-2012
he negotiated, on behalf of the European Union, several General Assembly resolutions on Human
Rights and development. His main fields of expertise are Human Rights, humanitarian affairs, social
and economic development. In December 2012, after he left the MFA, he established Together for
Development in Washington D.C., which is an American non-profit organization aiming to promote
a new model of implementing economic and social development projects.
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