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A good news story:
AusAID pushing
forward on data
transparency
By Jonathan Pryke
4 June 2013

In a month that has been dominated by discussion over the quantity of Australian foreign
aid, improvements to the quality of the aid program can easily be overlooked. On May 10
AusAID took another step forward in its transparency drive by releasing a statistical
summary of the aid program for 2011-12, affectionately known as the ‘Green Book’. At more
than 50 pages, it is packed full of information on the Australian aid program.

A detailed statistical breakdown of the aid program is vital for allowing external researchers
to conduct their own analysis into the impact and effectiveness of the Australian aid
program. The release is particularly welcome considering the patchy run that the Green
Book has had at AusAID (it was delayed between 2006 and 2010 and wasn’t released at all
in 2012).

Not only has the Green Book returned, but it has done so with some excellent changes. The
book has been reformatted to align expenditure (down to the regional level) with the five
strategic priorities outlined in the CAPF (it still reports to the DAC in the conventional
‘sectoral’ format, which is also covered in the book). It also provides a breakdown of funding
into 14 thematic areas identified as priorities by AusAID (though it is not clear how these
themes were chosen). Other Australian government departments are also incorporated for
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the first time. Most importantly, AusAID has provided the accompanying time series data
(some of which goes as far back as 1974-5) in its entirety in excel format, vastly improving
accessibility for external data manipulation and analysis.

We will be releasing more analysis using the data provided in this publication in the coming
months. But just to give you a little taste, check out the interactive graph below, tracking
total volumes of ODA by all Australian aid recipients since 1974-5 (only viewable on your
web browser). To view more interactive time series data (and to see a larger version of this
graph) take a look at this dedicated webpage that I have created (which I hope to update
with more charts in the months to come).

Australian ODA to all aid recipients 1975-2011

Instructions:

Click play in the bottom left corner to start the animations.
The slider to the right of the play button controls speed.
The tabs at the top right corner allow you to alternate to viewing the flows in line
and bar charts.
You can select different variables for any axis (including bubble size). ODA can be
adjusted to constant (i.e. adjusted for inflation) values.
You can trace individual countries by clicking either on the bubble in the graph or
using the list provided on the right hand side.

What else can be done

These are all positive changes. That said, it wouldn’t be a post from Devpolicy without a
‘but’. Here are a few features we hope to see in the Green Book in the future:

Breaking down strategic goal expenditure to the country level, not just the
regional. Past Green Books have provided this information (either breaking
expenditure down by ‘costing’ or ‘program’), but with the shift to the thematic and
strategic classifications (which was no doubt a monumental effort in itself) that
appears to have been lost. AusAID has already expressed their commitment to
providing this level of information, so you can expect to see it in the future.
Volunteers and scholarships are listed by number of awardees by country. A
corresponding cost should be listed for each country.
The Green Book lists the amount of Australian ODA distributed through every
Multilateral and Regional organisation (just over $1.8 billion in total in 2011-12).
The same should be done for NGOs (which had $565 million channeled through
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them over the same period).
As previously mentioned on this blog, AusAID should work towards providing
project level spending data.

This feedback aside, the Green Book is an excellent addition to the increasing amount of
public information available on the Australian aid program and the AusAID statistics
department should be congratulated for their efforts. We look forward to watching the
Green Book’s further evolution in years to come.

Jonathan Pryke is a Research Officer at the Development Policy Centre. 
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