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Executive Summary

At a time of cuts in public expenditure, the UK govern-
ment’s commitment to increasing foreign aid to 0.7% of
GDP seems perverse. Many recent non-altruistic justifica-
tions for the UK’s lavish aid budget - such as the claims
that more generous foreign aid will stop mass immigration,
prevent wars such as that in Afghanistan and secure
goodwill and economic benefits for the UK - have little or
no basis in reality.

This paper argues for a radical rethinking of Britain’s
foreign aid policies and fundamental reform of the
Department for International Development (DfID). Its
position reflects not only the evident failure of six decades
and more than three trillion dollars in official development
aid (ODA) to foster economic growth in many poor parts
of the world, but also the negative effects of much of that
aid on the people and governments of some of the world’s
poorest and most unstable countries. Not only has there
been no correlation between high levels of development
aid and economic growth; there is evidence of an inverse
relationship between the two, thanks to the corrupting
effects of aid on fragile polities.

This paper also examines the complicated and often
troubling realities that underlie emergency or humani-
tarian aid.

An understanding of what works and what does not
work in the various forms of aid is hard to reach, partly
because of the lack of genuine accountability and
transparency in the aid industry and partly because
dishonesty - for the best of motives - has so often been the
industry’s default setting.

Aid organisations behave as if good intentions matter
more than outcomes. This is as true of Britain’s DfID as it
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AIDING AND ABETTING

is of private non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
international organisations like UNHCR.

DfID compares well with other international donor
bodies with regard to efficiency and transparency. It still
stands accused of muddled thinking about priorities; self-
deception about the feasibility of checking projects on the
ground for waste and corruption; disingenuousness about
the historical effectiveness of bilateral and multilateral
development aid; and cultural inhibitions about using aid
in ways that might benefit the United Kingdom and its
people. In general, DfID’s operations continue to be
informed by an extreme absolutist view of aid, one that is
suspicious of any benefits that may accrue to the UK. This
is inappropriate for a government department.

Although this paper highlights the failings of develop-
ment aid and the much less well-known problems intrinsic
to humanitarian aid, it does not advocate the ending of all
British foreign aid. Rather it urges that future UK aid be
reality-based rather than faith-based, i.e. it should rest on
realistic assumptions about the likely fate of donations to
poor country governments, UN agencies, international
bureaucracies, major global charities and local NGOs.

This paper does not take a position on the desirability of
democratic and humanitarian conditions on aid, though it
takes exception to the hypocrisy and inconsistency with
which the UK government currently imposes such con-
ditions. It makes little moral sense, for instance, to cut off
aid to Malawi because of that country’s treatment of homo-
sexuals but to continue subsidising destructive regimes in
countries like Ethiopia and Zimbabwe. Aid conditionality
may well be desirable in general but it requires a pre-
existing clarity about the primary goals of British aid.

Despite decades of lavish failure and negative outcomes
including the enrichment of corrupt tyrants, the
subsidising of warlords and the subversion of good



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

government, aid work continues to enjoy uncritical
support from sections of the media. This is not surprising
given the existence of a nexus between Western media
organisations and the aid agencies on which many of them
depend for access and transport in conflict areas.

Recommendations

1)

2)

Abandonment of the 0.7 % target

The 0.7% of GDP aid target should not be enshrined in
law and should be abandoned. Britain’s aid budget
should be subject to at least the same austerity
measures as those essential departments of state upon
which the welfare and security of British citizens
depend.

A Royal Commission on Aid

There needs to be an honest and public determination
of the primary purposes of British aid, and the degree
to which it should be designed to win influence for the
UK or to serve other policy goals including the
prevention of conflict and mass migration.

Reabsorption of DfID into the FCO

Given that DfID seems to be unwilling and unable to
reform itself - and experience of other government
departments indicates that even the most determined
minister is unlikely to be able to reform it from above
- the best hope for DfID would be reabsorption into
the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.

Budget Transfer to the MOD and Military Dual-Use
Projects

Up to one third of Britain’s foreign aid budget should be
diverted to the Ministry of Defence and the armed forces.
The armed forces have the capacity to deliver certain key
kinds of emergency aid more quickly and more
effectively than any NGO or international aid agency.
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AIDING AND ABETTING

While being able to transport emergency food and
medical supplies over large distances and in the most
difficult circumstances and terrain, they also have the
capacity to maintain order in refugee camps, to defend
themselves from predation by bandits, rebel groups and
government forces, and to avoid the Goma syndrome in
which refugee camps become guerrilla bases.

DAID to pay for BBC World Service

The BBC’s World Service foreign language broadcasts,
damaged by recent cuts, should be funded from the
DfID’s budget. These broadcasts are relied on by many
millions of people around the world for their accuracy
and have played a vital role in movements for liberty
and better governance. The World Service genuinely
wins influence for the UK.

DAID to develop genuine counter-fraud and auditing
capacity

DfID should increase the budget and staff of its
Counter-Fraud Unit and Internal Audit Department.
Both units should recruit staff with appropriate
financial forensic skills or borrow them from the
Serious Fraud Office.

DAID to shift focus from development to emergency/
humanitarian aid

DSfID should therefore shift the emphasis of its
spending to emergency humanitarian aid. This is a
form of aid that is unquestionably necessary, and that
for all its pitfalls is less likely to do harm than many
forms of overseas development aid.

The UK to cut contributions to inefficient and wasteful
multilateral agencies, in particular those of the EU

DfID’s recent commitment to focus more on
multilateral aid is a recipe for greater waste.

xii
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10)

11)

12)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

DAID to enshrine ‘Do No Harm’ as core principle of
development and emergency aid

Although the complexities of aid delivery make it
impossible to achieve perfection, all DfID-funded
projects need to be assessed for the likelihood that they
will distort local economies, undermine existing state
institutions, underwrite or prolong conflict or subsi-
dise tyranny.

In place of development aid, tax relief for immigrant
remittances

The UK government should offer tax relief for
remittances by UK-resident migrants to their families
in poor countries. These have proved to be an effective
engine of economic growth in many Third World
countries, providing capital whilst bypassing corrupt
and inefficient bureaucracies.

DAID to adopt pro-British policies

DfID should abandon current practice and practise
aid-delivery in ways that are mindful of the interests of
the British citizens who pay for it. This should include
an undertaking to publicise the British content of all
British aid projects and to buy British where possible.

No more UK subsidies for wealthy governments

DfID, or any subsequent body formed after reunion
with the FCO, should cut all development aid to
countries with a space programme and/or a nuclear
weapons programme, and also to all countries with
their own foreign aid programmes. India qualifies for
an aid cut-off on all three grounds, as do China and
Russia.

xiii



Introduction

Aid and morality: The insufficiency of good intentions

‘Something must be done; anything must be done, whether it works or not’
Bob Geldof, Live Aid (2005)

‘Charity creates a multitude of sins’
Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man Under Socialism (1891)

Few people in Western societies openly reject the idea that
there is a moral obligation to help the poor and alleviate
suffering in other countries. There is less consensus as to
whether this charitable obligation should fall on states as
well as on individual citizens, and regarding the forms that
it should take.

Britain is among the most generous countries in the
world in terms of the amount of money its citizens donate
to private charities working around the globe. The generous
response! in 2011 to the inaccurately labeled “Horn of Africa
Famine” showed that this generosity is undaunted by
economic crisis. In that sense, the UK is already a
‘development superpower’ to use the phrase favoured by
former Development Secretary Andrew Mitchell.*

To a considerable extent foreign aid is a concrete
expression of the compassion we feel for those who suffer
abroad. But however effective foreign aid may be as a
public demonstration of compassion, its effectiveness as a

*The phrase was used in a speech of such self congratulation and
disingenuousness that it is worth quoting at length: My ambition is that over
the next four years people will come to think across our country in all parts of
it of Britain’s fantastic development work around the poorest parts of the world
with the same pride and satisfaction that they see in some of our great institutions
like the armed forces and the monarchy. This is brilliant work that Britain is
doing.” Groves, ]., “Backlash as Minister Boasts “Be as Proud of our £12bn Foreign
Aid Bill as You are of the Army”” (2011) The Daily Mail, 6 June.
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INTRODUCTION

means of preventing and relieving suffering is more
doubtful. This is important because it can be all too easy
and seductive to confuse genuine generosity with what
Rochefoucauld called “the vanity of giving'.

In this regard, modern humanitarian and development
aid are not so different from many previous expressions of
compassion, solidarity and charity. It is easy to forget that
the modern aid industry is descended not only from Henri
Dunant’s International Red Cross but also from the
charitable explosion of the nineteenth century with its
religious missionary and imperial components, and the
anti-slavery movement that culminated in the Royal
Navy’s vigorous ‘liberal interventions’ of that era.

It is now commonplace to be sceptical of the
motivations and the achievements of Christian mis-
sionaries of the colonial era, of the Raj officials who sought
to bring justice and peace to their wards, and of all those
imperialists who declared a belief in a European ‘mission
civilizatrice’. In their time however, their claims were taken
more seriously, and their moral status was almost as high
as today’s aid workers and NGOs. In some places, their
efforts, in Kipling’s words, to “Fill full the mouth of
famine/and bid the sickness cease” had notable success.
(One thinks of the French colonial doctor Eugene Jamot
and his efforts to curb sleeping sickness, or Walter Reed
and the American doctors who battled yellow fever in
Panama.) Moreover, there is an argument that, unlike the
better missionaries and Raj officials, the contemporary
‘imperialists” of the overseas aid industry all too often
really do immiserate their supposed beneficiaries while
helping to deprive them of democratic freedoms.

There is even less consensus about the degree to which
a moral obligation to help poor people abroad either
justifies or requires reducing the autonomy of individuals
and states that are the intended beneficiaries of foreign aid,
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even though many foreign aid programmes may have
precisely that effect.

Understandably, the well-staffed marketing branches of
the aid industry, in both its private and public incarnations,
work hard to minimise public awareness of aid quandaries
other than the need for more generous donations by
government or individuals. However both humanitarian/
emergency aid, on the one hand, and development aid on
the other, are activities that raise many complicated moral
and practical questions.

This should not be surprising. Even the most basic
individual acts of charity at home can raise difficult moral
problems. Some people react to the importuning of a beggar
on a city street by giving him or her money. Some try to
guess by looking at the beggar if he is “‘worth’ giving money
to. If he looks like a drunk or junkie, they may withhold
their cash or extort a promise that their donation will not
be used to buy alcohol or drugs. Others withhold their coins
and instead donate to charities that work with the homeless
or addicts or activist organisations that campaign for
‘better” government policies. This they believe is ‘really’
helping the person on the street and others like him. All
three responses are potentially problematic.

There is arguably something patronising and de-
meaning about attempting to make sure that a beggar only
uses your donation to buy food or for some other purpose
that you believe is good for him or for society as a whole.
Some would say that if he wants to “misuse’ your donation
in a way that you find irresponsible but which he believes
is a good idea, then any attempt to restrain that choice is
treating him as a lesser being, or a child. True generosity,
they might argue, is a matter of giving without worrying
about the benefits to the recipient or the donor.

On the other hand, and this kind of argument certainly
applies to many kinds of large-scale international aid, the
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INTRODUCTION

giving of money to that same beggar could have many bad
results both for him and for society as a whole, results that
far outweigh the moral satisfaction of the donor or the
apparent gratitude of the beggar.

After all, if the beggar goes off and buys crack cocaine or
heroin with the money you have given him, you are then
not only an enabler of an addiction that may further
degrade him or even kill him; you have also sponsored a
crime and contributed a subsidy to a criminal industry. You
may have respected one individual’s moral autonomy but
at the cost of joining an international process that results
in the assassination of judges, the torture of witnesses and
the corruption of entire states.

Even if the beggar does not risk his health by buying
drugs or booze, many critics would say you have fostered
dependency, encouraged the socially undesirable practice of
begging, undermined those groups who are trying to get the
homeless off the street, and bought off your own conscience
at a much lower price than working to improve the social
problems that impoverished or degraded the beggar.

There are of course differences between the act of giving
to a beggar and donations by wealthy countries, inter-
national aid agencies and non-government organisations to
states, individuals and groups in poor countries. But it
would be wrong and naive to think that they are not often
analogous or that the latter raises fewer moral and practical
issues. (The tendency of the aid industry to treat Third
World countries like children has long been a theme of
complaint in Africa and elsewhere.)

Unfortunately, during the five or six decades of
development aid and the simultaneous evolution and
growth of the humanitarian aid sector, cries for “action’
have tended to obscure or silence some of these questions.
For various reasons, some self-serving, both Western
governments and those who hold power in the poorer
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parts of the planet have colluded in efforts to keep
discussion of aid as simple and politically safe as possible.

Much of the discourse on aid is dominated by the implicit
or explicit notion that good intentions are a sufficient,
perhaps even the only test of aid policy, and that questioning
the effectiveness, still less the morality or utility, of various
kinds of aid is inherently ungenerous.? A common position
in the aid community is that such questioning is
“unconstructive” and only harms the poor. After all, it is
indisputable that much aid helps the needy even if some
fails because it is poorly conceived or executed, or is wasted
or stolen, and even if some does actual harm.

It does not help that the discussion is often cabined by
ideologically-determined “political correctness” about the
politics and economics of “Third World” countries. For years
it was considered “unconstructive’ for aid deliverers to dwell
publicly on, or even to mention, problems of institutional
corruption and incompetence, especially the former. (Rather
than speak of either, the aid community prefers the
euphemistic, ‘non-judgmental’ rubric of ‘governance’.) This
continues to be the case, especially in the humanitarian
sector. Moreover, for many people in the aid community, it
was and is an article of political faith that poverty and
economic failure in ‘developing’ countries are almost
entirely the result of malign behaviour by foreign countries
and companies. According to this pervasive attitude, it is
white foreigners, good or evil, who determine the fates of
developing countries and their peoples. No matter how
much breast beating it involves about past imperial crimes
or the poverty supposedly caused by western indifference or
exploitation, this is an attitude that reveals both a deluded
sense of Western omnipotence and a ‘bigotry of low
expectations’ that are all too common in the aid community.

Clear and honest discussion about the effectiveness,
morality and utilty of aid is also hindered by two other
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INTRODUCTION

phenomena. First there is the dominance of social scientists
and a social science mindset in academic and policy
discussions on the subject of development aid. This has led
to a remarkably ahistorical approach to the key questions
of how and why some societies develop faster than others
at different times and in different places, and also a
tendency to amnesia about previous efforts to make aid
more effective.

Secondly there is an unhealthy, some might say
corrupt nexus between Western media organisations and
international aid agencies. In many parts of the world, the
former depend on the latter not just as a vital source of
information and stories but also for transportation,
accommodation and other key services in remote areas.
In an age of diminishing media organisation budgets,
foreign journalists visiting many parts of Africa and Asia
are entirely dependent on UN flights and NGO
infrastructure. In return, the latter get stories shaped
around their fundraising or policy needs. The aid agency
‘line” on a particular crisis or the response to it is
promoted by the journalist, and inconvenient information
goes unmentioned.

Finally it is worth considering the argument made by
aid critic David Rieff that foreign aid has become a means
of avoiding responsibility, and that ‘the whole discussion
of aid avoids, or makes a kind of moral and historical end
run around the problem of politics’. As Rieff put it in a
debate on foreign aid in New York: ‘There are these
suffering people... We do or we don’t have the modalities
to efficiently succour them. That is the aid narrative and it
is a narrative that largely speaking deprives the recipients
of aid of their agency, infantilises them, and also makes aid
a super-political, extra-political, moral question. Because it
becomes a moral imperative we can’t talk about the
politics...”
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Foreign aid as sacred cow

The history of foreign aid is, among many other things
both good and bad, a history of fads and fashionable
jargon. At one point ‘sustainable development” was all the
rage, with its slightly disturbing implication that previous
efforts were not designed to be sustainable. In recent years,
alongside a new public concern for “aid-effectiveness’, one
of the new buzzwords has been ‘evidence-based aid’.
Specifically this refers to aid programmes based on quasi-
scientific experiments whereby analysts use randomised
controlled trials, like those for new medicines, to assess aid
projects in Third World countries. It is a good idea in many
ways and researchers trying it out have had some
interesting and useful results. But ‘evidence-based aid’
may be most significant because it implicitly reveals a
troubling truth about other, previous forms of develop-
ment aid that have cost the developed world more than
two trillion* dollars over the past 60 years: That is that
much foreign aid is not based on evidence that it works, or
is useful, or does more good than harm.

It is based, instead, on other things, things like tradition,
guesswork, momentum, inspiration, intuition, hope, and
also greed, careerism, self-interest and cynicism. All too
often, foreign aid is merely faith-based; not in the sense that
it derives from religious belief, (though of course much
modern altruism does indeed have its roots in Christian and
other religious thought, and much of it is carried out by
religiously inspired groups and individuals), but in the sense
that foreign aid itself can be a kind of religion, believed in
and supported by peoples and governments for reasons that
have little or no connection with ascertainable facts.

Like any other organised religion, foreign aid fulfils
deep psychological and emotional needs, while having
both good and bad effects on the real world. It has its
priests and followers. It employs large numbers of people.
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It has state and private elements and is exploited by
powerful political and economic interests. And like many
religions, it requires that its adherents make leaps of faith
when reality fails to match up with doctrine.

None of this necessarily makes foreign aid any less
important or desirable. Nor does it make its practitioners
any less courageous, selfless or competent. But it does
make aid as an activity harder to analyse and discuss. As
David Rieff has pointed out, an ‘aura of sanctity’®
surrounds foreign aid. Anyone who questions the amounts
spent on it, let alone its justifications, is almost inevitably
accused by its adherents of a monstrous lack of
compassion.® Moreover, any open-minded outsider dealing
with the ‘aid industry” or, as insiders prefer, the ‘aid
community’, cannot help but be struck by the self-
righteousness and sanctimony that so often characterise
responses to even the mildest outside questioning of aid
methodology, let alone aid utility and morality.*

Furthermore, while “transparency” and “accountability’
have recently become the watchwords of better aid
organisations like Britain’s Department for International
Development (DfID), this was not the case for the first five
decades of international development aid and for most of
the history of humanitarian aid.” Indeed, secretiveness and
the ruthless manipulation of information for public
relations purposes have been and generally still are the
default settings for the aid industry.

Aid workers confronted simultaneously by vast human
distress and the apparent indifference of the rich world have

* The aid community would rather be analysed by insiders, though as Alex de
Waal wrote in his seminal book Famine Crimes  Politics and the Disaster Relief
Industry, this is “as though the sociological study of the church were undertaken
by committed Christians only: criticism would be solely within the context of
advancing the faith itself’. de Waal, A., Famine Crimes  Politics and the Disaster
Relief Industry, p.65.
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often, perhaps understandably, resorted to distortion,
hyperbole and outright lies to help those in their care. It is
partly as a result of such pressures that there seems to be
such a low bar for dishonesty in the aid community,
especially in the gathering and dissemination of statistics.
With so much at stake, and so many people to ‘help’,
deliberately exaggerating the size of a famine or the number
of people helped by a project can seem like a very venial sin.

This cultural characteristic of the aid industry, com-
pounded by the practical obstacles inherent in its work in
underdeveloped and often chaotic, corrupt and conflict-
ridden states, and the paucity of truly reliable data, means
that assessing the true impact of foreign aid is a
complicated business.

Arguably, the really difficult part of aid is not raising
money; it is delivering aid to those who need it.
Unfortunately the aid community has historically avoided
public and even private discussion of the enormous
difficulty of delivering aid where it is supposed to go, lest
governments and charitable individuals shrink their
contributions.

For instance, right now in the UK, DfID is having to deal
with the problem of a growing budget with a smaller staff.
Rather than admit that it cannot handle the amount of
money the Treasury is giving it, DfID is going to devote
more of its ‘spend’ to direct budget support of poor
country governments, the least accountable, least trans-
parent and arguably least effective kind of foreign aid.

According to Margaret Hodge MP, chair of the
Committee of Public Accounts of the House of Commons,
in the Committee’s report on DfID’s finances, the increased
spend in ‘fragile and conflict-affected countries [presents
a] danger to the taxpayer [because] there could be an
increase in fraud and corruption. However, the
Department could not even give us information as to the
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expected levels of fraud and corruption and the action they
were taking to mitigate it.?

The reluctance to deal publicly with past failures and
any current difficulties (other than lack of generosity from
donor governments) pales as a disabling dereliction
compared to the aid industry’s general refusal to deal with
the question of actual harm done by various kinds of aid.

This can include the distortion of a local economy when
aid agencies descend on an African town to set up nearby
refugee camps. Not only do prices go up for everything
from water to fuel, but skilled professionals give up their
positions to work as interpreters and drivers for a hundred
dollars a day (a standard international aid agency/media
organisation rate even in countries where that is more than
a doctor is paid in a month).

Some observers like Michela Wrong, the corruption
expert and author of It’s Our Turn to Eat, have become more
concerned with the malign effect of aid on a country’s
politics and morale than with questions of aid “effectiveness’.
Wrong has reported on the way that civil society
organisations, political dissidents and anti-corruption
campaigners in countries like Kenya - a major recipient of
UK aid - get discouraged when the continuation of that aid
implies British approval of corrupt governments.

Then there is the question of autonomy that is raised by
aid critics on both Right and Left. As Wrong says, countries
which have up to 40 per cent of their operating budgets
paid for by foreign donors, like, say, Kenya and Uganda,
are not really independent.

Moreover, there is strong evidence that heavily-aided
governments become less likely to spend their budgets in
sectors like health and education, become more rather than
less predatory on their citizens, and feel less need to be
accountable to those citizens. If that were not bad enough,
such aid-dependent states have rarely if ever enjoyed
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developmental success, in contrast to South East Asian and
other countries that achieved development and prosperity
having received much smaller amounts of aid.

Indeed there is a growing body of evidence and
academic argument that there is an inverse relationship
between the likelihood of economic success and the
amount of development aid a country receives over time.’
One of the factors explaining why a country like Ghana
which in 1957 enjoyed a higher per capita GDP than South
Korea,'® had one that was lower by a factor of ten only
thirty years later, seems to be the toxic effect of offical
development aid (ODA) on the country’s politics and
economics.!!

However, this evidence and these arguments have had
little or no effect on aid policy especially in the UK.*

*As Moyo puts it, ‘there is no other sector, whether it be business or politics,
where such proven failures are allowed to persist in the face of such stark and
unassailable evidence’ (p .47). Dambisa Moyo, Dead Aid.
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PART 1
British Aid Basics






1. The Basics of British Foreign Aid

‘Just as the Americans are a military superpower, we are a development
superpower — we are in the lead.’

Andrew Mitchell, Secretary of State for International

Development 2010-2012

The United Kingdom currently spends approximately
£8 billion a year on foreign aid, a number that will rise to
£11 billion over the next three years. Most of this sum is
spent by the Department of International Development
(DfID), though some is spent by the Ministry of Defence
(MoD) and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO).

DAID is essentially Britain’s “ministry of foreign aid’.
Formerly known as the Overseas Development Admin-
istration, DfID was part of the Foreign Office until 1997,
though it had an independent existence under previous
Labour governments.

Not only is DfID now independent of the Foreign Office,
it also has a much larger budget and a larger presence in
many parts of the world.! Arguably it operates a parallel
UK foreign policy that is neither initiated or controlled by
the Foreign Secretary nor overseen by foreign policy
committees in Parliament. Sometimes this parallel foreign
policy conflicts with or undermines those of the Foreign
Office and the Ministry of Defence. Yet despite the size of
its budget and staff, it has a relatively low public profile in
the UK, which enables it to formulate policy with minimal
democratic scrutiny.

Bilateral aid

Currently more than one quarter of UK foreign aid takes
the form of ‘bilateral” aid that goes directly to developing
country governments ‘to spend on the priorities they set
for themselves for helping their citizens out of poverty’.
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This type of aid, which generally takes the form of
‘budget support’, is controversial because of the ease with
which it can be stolen or wasted by the corrupt and
incompetent government officials all too common in
many poorer countries. There is convincing evidence that
such corruption and incompetence - euphemistically
labelled “problems of governance’ in aid jargon - is a
major cause (rather than a symptom) of poverty and
underdevelopment.

Multilateral aid

Another third of British foreign aid is ‘multilateral” in that
it goes to international institutions like the World Bank, the
European Union’s Aid Programme, various agencies of the
United Nations and organisations like the Global Fund To
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria (GFATM). Some of
these institutions are known to be much more efficient and
professional than others. The EU’s aid programme for
instance was memorably described by then International
Development Secretary Clare Short MP as a “an outrage
and a disgrace’,” and ‘the worst development agency in the
world” for its corruption, and inefficiency, and its
propensity to divert aid to already wealthy Mediterranean
countries. Currently almost one fifth of Britain’s aid budget
goes to the EU for distribution.

Humanitarian aid

Emergency or ‘humanitarian” aid amounts to less than half-
a-billion pounds per year of the UK’s 10 billion plus aid
‘spend’, though it is the kind of aid most often depicted in
aid industry marketing and is often cited by aid advocates
to justify the entire aid budget, as when Prime Minister
David Cameron told the House of Commons in July 2011
that the famine in the Horn of Africa ‘once again’ made the
case for an increased foreign aid budget.?> Under current



THE BASICS OF BRITISH FOREIGN AID

policy, the UK government is increasing the amount given
to DfID’s Office of Coordination for Humanitarian Affairs
from £10 million to £17 million even though, according to
insiders and consultants who work for the department, ‘it
cannot even spend what it has’ .4

Increasing and ‘ring-fencing’ the foreign aid budget
Although the Conservative-led Coalition government has
in several areas changed policy direction or made U-turns
in response to economic pressures that were not present or
apparent during the general election campaign, it has held
fast to David Cameron’s commitment to ‘ring-fence’
Britain’s foreign aid from cuts, and indeed to increase aid
spending as a proportion of GDP from 0.56 per cent to 0.7
per cent. (The significance of this number is symbolic
rather than empirically related to any particular aid goal
as a later chapter will explain.)

Although the actual sum may change as British GDP
drops, this meant as announced in 2010 that Britain’s aid
budget would rise by more than 34 per cent over four years
and amount to £11.5 billion in 2014. That is more than the
UK spends on the Royal Air Force or the Royal Navy and
five times what the country is spending on the war in
Afghanistan. It will cost every household in the country
some £300-500 per year. To put it into another perspective,
one billion pounds would pay for the salaries of 25,000
police constables or nurses.

The powerful momentum behind current aid policy
seems to have much to do with the Conservative Party
leadership’s ongoing drive to ‘detoxify” its ‘brand” and
market itself as ‘compassionate’. To the extent that an
increase in foreign development aid serves this public
relations purpose, its effectiveness or lack thereof at
delivering a better life and future for various poor peoples
around the world is presumably beside the point, although
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at £11 billion per annum it amounts to one of the most
expensive marketing campaigns in history.

In the late spring of 2011, criticism of this commitment
within the Conservative party reached such a pitch after a
leaked letter from then Secretary of Defence Liam Fox, that
the Prime Minister felt obliged to make a spirited public
defence of Britain’s foreign aid expenditure and the fact
that it had become proportionally the largest of any G8
country® despite this being a time of austerity and
mounting international threats.

Among other justifications for the increase in
expenditure, the Prime Minister and his then Secretary for
International Development, Andrew Mitchell made much
of a new direction in British aid policy, including the
elimination of aid to some countries, increases to others,
and new measures designed to ensure that less British aid
might be wasted, misdirected or stolen than in the past.

The Prime Minister also claimed that foreign aid was
vital to national security. This is an argument that has since
been echoed with some frequency and even more
forcefully by the Development Secretary,® along with the
almost equally tendentious claim that foreign aid wins
Britain significant goodwill abroad.

At one point the Prime Minister made the claim” that
sending development aid to failing states now would
prevent wars and save military expenditure in the future.
In a distinctly unusual interpretation of recent history he
wrote that: ‘If we had put a fraction of our current military
spending on Afghanistan into helping Afghanistan
develop 20 years ago, just think what we might have been
able to avoid over the past decade.’

Since then, the government has been obliged by a
worsening financial situation to make many painful,
previously unplanned economies including the raising of
pension ages, the cutting of help to the disabled and other
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vulnerable citizens, cuts in police numbers, and more
compulsory redundancies in the armed forces despite the
ongoing war in Afghanistan and growing threats to
national security. Again and again, the public is told - and
largely accepts - that there simply isn’t the money to pay
for the services to be cut. Nevertheless the foreign aid
commitment remains sacrosanct. And when it comes to
funding the people and institutions involved in operations
of dubious effectiveness for a goal that itself may be
problematic, there turns out to be enough money in the
exchequer.

The untouchability of the foreign aid budget and its
planned increase seems all the more extraordinary given a
report in October 2011 by Parliament’s Public Accounts
Committee® that cast doubt on DfID’s ability to manage its
budgets, its commitment to accountability and its ability
to make efficient use of its resources. According to the
report, DfID under its new secretary had actually stopped
monitoring its own finance plan in 2010. The committee’s
chairperson Margaret Hodge MP stated that “this must not
happen again and DfID should report publicly on its
financial management’. The report strongly disputed
Andrew Mitchell’s claims concerning the department’s
commitment and ability to monitor fraud and corruption
abroad, and felt that its bigger budget would only make its
weaknesses worse.

This paper argues that, even if the UK were still
enjoying a boom rather than the worst economic crisis for
many decades, there would still be a strong case for re-
evaluating and changing the priorities, mechanisms and
amounts of British foreign aid.

Not only is much of Britain’s foreign aid budget
destined to be wasted or stolen by recipient officials and
institutions, much of that which does arrive in the right
place fails to promote economic growth and often does
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more harm than good to underdeveloped societies.
Moreover the goodwill and security arguments for an
increased aid budget are, as we shall see later, unsupported
by evidence.



2. UK Aid and Unasked Questions

Arguably one of the biggest disappointments of the
Cameron-Clegg Coalition government has been its failure
to evaluate British foreign aid programmes from first
principles and to ask the big and important questions
about foreign aid. These include:

* Why should UK citizens - who give more to charity
than the citizens of any other G8 country except the
United States - also pay heavily for aid through their
taxes?

* Does aid help poor people in the poorest and worst run
societies or does it harm them?

* To the extent that aid can help people in poor countries,
which kind of aid is least harmful and most effective?

* Should UK taxpayers subsidise a branch of government
whose real function is arguably to subsidise a parasitic
and often destructive industry whose employees come
from the most privileged sections of British society and
their equivalents abroad?

* Should UK taxpayers be subsidising an industry that
replicates much that was bad about 19th century
missionary activity and colonialism, that assumes moral
superiority, and even with best intentions patronises
and undermines those whom it is supposed to benefit?

Unfortunately, Britain’s aid establishment under the
supposedly reformist leadership of Development Secretary
Andrew Mitchell preferred to avoid consideration of the
bigger questions that surround the enterprise of foreign
aid. Nor is there much discussion of them in Westminster
or the media, despite the advent of the most severe
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economic crisis in three quarters of a century, a crisis that
has prompted other Western nations to reconsider and
decrease their foreign aid expenditure.!

Much of the discussion about British foreign aid that
does take place is distorted by two things: the foreign aid
‘Halo Effect” and popular confusion as to what aid actually
is and how it works.

By the foreign aid Halo Effect, I mean the way an
otherwise cynical society, that often chooses to think the
worst of elected politicians, does the exact opposite when it
comes to people and institutions involved in the activity of
‘helping’ the less fortunate abroad. As David Rieff has
written of American public perceptions of aid workers:
‘Here are people engaged in an activtity that is wholly
admirable, and that one need not view sceptically.”? (It helps
that their image has been burnished by what Rieff
memorably called “Niagaras of adulatory media attention’.?)

The Halo Effect seems to be particularly strong in the UK
where mega-charities like Save the Children are generally
free from sceptical scrutiny.* In the UK, even UN agencies
are presumed to be efficient organisations staffed by able,
honest and altruistic individuals. (Exceptions to this general
prejudice in favour of aid agencies and other international
organisations include perceptions of the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund which are identified with
the United States and “heartless’ capitalism.) Such is the
presumption of benignity that print and televisions
advertisements by organisations like Oxfam and Save the
Children are not subjected to the level of scrutiny by the
Advertising Standards Authority that is the norm for

*The discrediting of journalists and politicians may have made aid workers and
the aid enterprise all the more attractive as notional icons of virtue and, perhaps,
fed the fierce determination of the Cameron government to associate itself with
both.
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commercial organisations or even political parties.* (The
latitude for exaggeration and even dishonesty that this
allows NGOs was revealed by the ASA’s lax approach to a
2010 Oxfam poster claiming that people ‘5,000 miles” away
are being killed by climate change.’)

Indeed, until the recent success of books like Dambisa
Moyo’s Dead Aid (2009), William Easterly’s The White Man’s
Burden (2006) and Linda Polman’s War Games (2010), the
British public was largely unaware that there are searching
questions to be asked about the effectiveness and morality
of foreign aid in its various forms.

In the last decade or so, official ‘development aid’
(ODA) - the main form of aid given by Western govern-
ments and the largest form of aid worldwide, has
fortunately come under increasingly sceptical scrutiny by
academics and policy analysts. However, mainstream
political discourse on the subject has generally taken little
note of these fundamental debates about the overall
effectiveness of foreign aid. The wider public has in the
past been supportive of the general idea of foreign aid but
ignorant of how and where it is delivered. Even the
distinction between development aid and emergency aid,
and the fact that the former is much larger than the latter,
is little known.

This may well reflect the way that the whole enterprise
of foreign aid is marketed by private aid agencies and non-
government organisations (NGOs) on the one hand and
the Department for International Development (DfID) on
the other. Emergency aid is popular with the public;
development aid is less so. Imagery of aid workers helping
the victims of disaster is so predominant in aid agency PR
that the public tends to assume that aid means humani-
tarian aid. Eliding this difference therefore serves a useful
political purpose.

This confusion and this ignorance seems to have been
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actively fostered by ‘the aid community” - or as others call
it, ‘the aid industry” - the many thousands of mostly
middle-class or upper class people who are profitably
employed here and abroad by public and private 