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A recent evaluation provides evidence of the need for a change in orientation of aid
support for service delivery to better account for decentralised contexts. The majority of
Australia’s aid is directed to partner countries that have decentralised systems of
governance. That is, responsibility, particularly for services, has been reallocated from
national level to lower levels of government. Such processes of decentralisation within
partner countries are complex, political, contended and dynamic. And whilst some
proponents that argue that decentralisation improves service delivery, there is a lack of
sound evidence to substantiate this claim. Decentralised contexts demand new ways for
aid and development initiatives to strategically contribute to better service delivery.

The Australian aid program’s current engagement is oriented around a partnership at
national level. In addition, programs in particular sectors, such as education or
infrastructure, are frequently geared towards engagement with national level sector
ministries rather than local level government. There are, however, some initiatives that
work in new ways and trial new approaches within the aid program.

This paper draws on a series of six case studies, undertaken as part of an Office for
Development Effectiveness evaluation in 2013-14, which reveal a range of areas for
improvement and new strategies that could be employed to help reorient aid support.
For example use of performance incentives at subnational level, aligning to and
capitalising on local leadership, engaging central ministries and assisting greater
coordination between levels and parts of partner governments. The case studies include
engagement in health, education and infrastructure sectors in Indonesia, Papua New
Guinea and Philippines.

Building on these findings and reorienting Australian support towards concurrent
engagement at multiple levels of partner governments, with greater emphasis on
relevance, alignment and capacity building at local levels is likely to lead to more
sustainable service delivery outcomes in partner countries.
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