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Six weeks after Foreign Minister Bob Carr announced that $375 million would be
reallocated within the Australian aid program to finance asylum-seeker costs,
AusAID has released (pdf, p. 102 onward) its updated 2012-13 budget estimates.
The reallocation represents an effective cut of 7.3 per cent to other elements of the
aid budget. Savings had to be harvested from all global, regional and country
programs. Below is our preliminary analysis, looking at the cuts in terms of both
what was originally promised for 2012-13, and also in some cases making a
comparison with the 2011-12 budget outcome estimates. (Excel worksheet available
here.)

Figure 1: Cuts by program type
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Figure 1 shows that AusAID’s country and regional programs bore the brunt of the
cuts (of which more below), with the humanitarian and emergency response
program also contributing generously, indeed disproportionately. Cuts to global and
other programs, many of which offer only limited flexibility to reduce costs, were
more selective, and several are worth noting:
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* NGO and volunteer-sending programs lose a total of $8.8 million (five per cent)
relative to their budget allocation. While they are still seven per cent up on 2011-12,
this cut is likely to be particularly painful for the organisations in question.

* Global health programs lose $10.3 million (nine per cent) and the “community
engagement and development research” budget line loses $5.5 million (30 per
cent). While the funding available across these two lines is still a slight increase on
2011-12, we wonder whether some of these savings are being made at the
expense of Australia’s planned contribution to health product development
partnerships, announced late last year when AusAID’s new medical research
strategy was released. This would be very unfortunate.

» The Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research is required to offer up
almost precisely its pro rata share of the cuts, being $7.6 million, or 7.6 per cent of
its budget allocation. The Australian Federal Police, the most substantial spender
of aid other than AusAID itself, also plays its part, again offering up 7.6 per cent, or
$14.6 million, of its budget allocation.

* In the midst of the above wide-ranging cuts, funding for Commonwealth programs
(that’s the British Commonwealth, to be clear) actually grows by $3.1 million, or 20
per cent, not exactly reflecting their abysmal performance in the Australian
Multilateral Assessment (discussed previously on the blog here).

Figure 2: Aid cuts by region
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As Figure 2 shows, no region was spared cuts. However, the cuts were applied
quite evenly to country programs, at least considered at the level of regional
aggregates (things get a bit choppier when you look at individual country
allocations). As far as country programs are concerned, the overall shape of the
program has not changed: all regions except one account for roughly the same
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share of total aid before and after the cuts are applied. The exception, reasonably
enough, is Latin America and the Caribbean, which went from 1.1 per cent of the aid
program to 0.8 per cent.

However, even doesn’'t mean easy. Many significant bilateral partners have
witnessed very substantial cuts to the budgets they were allocated back in May
2012. That includes Solomon Islands (11 per cent cut from 2011-12), Vanuatu (13
per cent), the Philippines (11 per cent), and Cambodia (17 per cent). In other cases
the percentage cuts were smaller but the absolute numbers quite large—for
example, a cut of $33.5 million to the Indonesia country program (close to $40
million in terms of total ODA). Presumably by December 2012 these countries, and
AusAID, were quite advanced in the processes required to ensure effective
spending of their budget allocations by the end of June 2013. Such late and large
cuts will have thrown many spanners in the works, and necessitated some painful
backpedalling.

Finally, as is plain from Figure 1, the lion’s share of savings in AusAID’s global
programs came from the humanitarian and emergency response budget (over

$70 million, and another $7 million in reduced funding for the UN’s Central
Emergency Response Fund). That budget was slated to receive a 29 per cent
increase, from $216.7 million in 2011?12 to $278.5 million in 2012-13. Instead, it will
be four per cent smaller than it was last year. This comes on top of a $35 million
reduction in total non-emergency flows to Africa, which raises questions about
Australia’s capacity to fund an appropriate response to ongoing humanitarian crises
in sub-Saharan Africa, let alone deal with any major new crises there or elsewhere.
In the event of the latter, we can be certain that there is no remaining flexibility
elsewhere in the aid program.

While it is welcome that we now have updated budget figures, what remains entirely
invisible is the impact of the aid cuts on individual programs, projects and
organisations, both this year and into the future. For more information on this, we
wait with bated breath.

This blog is a part of a series on Australian aid, refugee’s and the Pacific Solution.
Other blogs in the series can be found here.

Jonathan Pryke is a Researcher at the Development Policy Centre. Robin Davies is
Associate Director of the Centre.
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