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Australian aid: no looking back?
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Lisa Denney highlights one of the central themes of Australia’s 2023 International Development Policy in a
recent and thoughtful contribution to this blog: its seeming ambivalence on the causes and consequences
of change. As Denney observes, this is important given that development is all about change, how it
happens and, in the case of aid, how outsiders might best support it. Or, at the very least, how they might
not make things worse in fragile and aid dependent countries. The large-scale changes associated with
long-term improvements in economic growth, state capability and accountability, and in people’s
capability to achieve their potential, are usually disruptive and often create new tensions as established
interests are challenged. But, it is to be hoped, change occurs peacefully, and well before crises or conflict
force painful choices. Perhaps its ambivalence on these questions reflects the inevitable tension between
the development policy's framing around objectives like “stability” and “resilience” and its oft-repeated
commitment to “transformation” and “change”.

Picking up on Denney’s theme, | am surprised by the extent to which the new Development Partnership
Plans (the contemporary counterparts of what used to be described as country strategies) contain so little
reflection on what we know about how change happens, and the barriers to change, in two of Australia’s
most enduring and largest development partners, Papua New Guinea and Indonesia. This is particularly
surprising given the reams of reports, reviews, research, data and evaluations the aid program has
commissioned on both countries over the decades.

In the last financial year (2023-24) alone, the PNG program published evaluations of multi-year, multi-
million dollar programs in areas such as immunisation and health systems strengthening, sexual and
reproductive health, electoral assistance, and economic and social infrastructure. In the case of
Indonesia, rural water supply and sanitation, disaster risk reduction, infrastructure finance, health
security, and sub-national road improvement programs have all been the subject of detailed assessments.
All these exercises likely involved a lot of thought, time and resources on the part of hardworking
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) officers, commissioned experts, and implementing and
local partners. The increased accessibility and timeliness of these evaluations and the accompanying
management responses represents a tangible improvement in Australian aid transparency. The
government has said that it will “use DFAT's Development Program Committee, which has oversight of all
aspects of Australia’s development assistance, to drive evaluation quality and to ensure that evaluation
findings inform policy and program decision making.” (emphasis added).

But you wouldn't know this from reading the plans. Apart from some very broad statements and a
(helpful) schedule of future evaluations, there is no reflection in either document on what DFAT'’s previous
work on aid performance and effectiveness in these two countries — at the program, sectoral, or country
level — says about systemic barriers to change, what works, what doesn't, and how Australia’s aid will
adapt as a result. This is despite International Development Minister Pat Conroy's declaration in
launching the policy last year that Australia is “changing the way it delivers its development assistance”
(presumably meaning based on evidence) and explicitly identifying learning and the sharing of lessons as
one of the three key tests against which implementation should be judged. Nor do the plans cite any of the
“real time” evaluations that Conroy has highlighted as part of the government’s justification for not
reinstating the former Office of Development Effectiveness and the Independent Evaluation Committee.



What might explain this gap between evidence, learning and strategy? According to one of the world’s
sharpest aid critics, former World Bank economist William Easterly, aid agencies are incentivised to be
future-biased and therefore struggle with learning: “The record of the aid agencies over time seems to
indicate weak evidence of progress over time in response to learning from experience, new knowledge, or
changes in political climate”. Writing in 2007, Easterly cites the depressing similarities between the
findings of the 1969 Pearson Commission on International Development — instigated by then World Bank
President Robert McNamara — and the findings of contemporaneous reviews by agencies like the United
Nations Development Programme, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the Commission
for Africa. Almost forty years on, the latter, 2007-era studies highlighted the continued lack of progress in
key areas like donor coordination, poverty targeting, the limitations of technical assistance, and the lack
of attention to debt sustainability.

Many of these problems endure in 2024, including in the Pacific where Australia is the largest donor. For
Easterly, the fundamental problem is the “broken feedback loop™ the fact that, unlike the situation that
obtains with domestic spending programs, those that make decisions about aid (donor politicians and
bureaucrats) are not directly accountable to those that are supposed to benefit from it (citizens in
developing countries). They lack, therefore, a basic incentive to learn.

I'm less pessimistic than Easterly. As Stefan Dercon, Dan Honig and others have shown, aid agencies are
capable of learning and adapting if they invest in the systems and deep local partnerships that enable
them to understand the sources of change, have the expertise and authority to use this knowledge to
shape and adapt their programs, and are humble enough to acknowledge failure and make corresponding
changes. Whatever one might think of the US as a donor, its current fragility and development strategy for
PNG presents a much more frank assessment of the barriers to and drivers of change in that very
complex environment. And Australia has previously been a world-leading exponent of incorporating tools
like fragility analysis and “drivers of change” studies into its own development strategies. As others have
observed, this can be done in a way that doesn't offend or alienate our partners; indeed, mutual learning
should be a key feature of these partnerships. And the pivot to “statecraft” should not mean lapsing into a
self-induced aid amnesia.

I'm not sure what happened between the Conroy speech extolling the virtues of learning in search of
better impact and the publication of the first two development partnership plans. But if aid is about
putting public money behind “bets for change”, I'd recommend that we pay closer attention to the form
guide.
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