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There was a time when I thought having Murray McCully as a foreign minister was the worst possible thing
that could happen to an aid programme. I was wrong. Sure, he reintegrated the New Zealand government
aid programme into MFAT without being able to explain convincingly why this was necessary. And sure, he
has been openly disparaging of development expertise while at the same time unwilling to recognise the
complexities of aid work. But at least the reintegration he presided over left much of the aid programme
intact, working as a coherent group within MFAT, something that contrasts favourably with the disintegration
of AusAID. What's more, over time New Zealand aid programme staff have found a way to work with the
minister to ensure that despite some glaring issues with specific aid undertakings, at least some of the better
aspects of New Zealand aid have been preserved.

And, in terms of aid volume, Minister McCully's tenure has seen nothing as disastrous as Australia's aid
nosedive. Indeed, the budget for New Zealand's 2015/2016 financial year was a comparatively generous one
for aid, as can be seen in the chart below: in nominal terms aid went up, and it is set to increase somewhat in
future years too. (Data, and data sources for all the following charts can be found here).

Figure 1: New Zealand nominal ODA growth

This is good news. Or, at least, comparatively good news. Up is better than down. Particularly given that --
like Australia -- New Zealand has been running a budget deficit for a number of years. At least New
Zealand's National Party government has resisted the impulse to cut aid while making spurious claims about
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balancing the books (spurious because aid is too small a share of government spending to have a material
impact on the state of any donor's fiscal health).

But before we Kiwis start celebrating like we've made the finals of the Cricket World Cup, there is some not-
so-good news to ponder. First up, once projected inflation is taken into account, as can be seen in the
following chart, the budgeted increases in ODA are actually very modest, and there's even a post-inflation
decrease budgeted for the 2019 financial year.

Figure 2: Inflation adjusted ODA

What's more, looking at the standard measure of aid effort -- ODA as a percentage of Gross National Income
(GNI) -- it's clear that as New Zealand's economy has grown our aid effort hasn't. The chart below shows
ODA to GNI for New Zealand since the turn of the millennium. Since 2008 we have become a less generous
donor by this measure. (You can see a longer time series chart of NZ ODA / GNI since 1971 here.)

Figure 3: ODA to GNI trends post 2000
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The news gets worse when aid quality is brought into the picture. As I touched upon above, one of the
biggest issues with New Zealand aid in recent years is that an increasing share of our ODA has been used to
advance New Zealand's economic interests rather than to help promote development in recipient countries.
New Zealand ODA has funded dubious dairy initiatives as well as projects that appear to be foremost about
fostering ties between New Zealand businesses and their counterparts in South East Asia.

Beyond out and out self interest we've made some questionable aid decisions too, such as choosing to
embark on large infrastructure projects (often built by New Zealand firms), while paying insufficient attention
to potential problems such as land rights and the willingness of recipient country governments to play their
part. (Witness, for example, the two year gap between the completion of the first phase of the Munda runway
project in Solomon Islands and the commencement of the second phase -- delays that stemmed from easily-
anticipated issues of land tenure and a predictable slowness on behalf of the Solomon Islands government.)

In the case of the 2015/16 budget, a careful read of the accompanying documentation suggests (on page 8)
that much of the coming increase in New Zealand aid will be directed to "thematic areas such as agriculture,
renewable energy and information and communications technology (ICT)." This isn't a problem in the sense
that there is anything wrong with agriculture, or renewable energy, or ICT, but it does suggest a supply-
driven approach to aid, in which New Zealand focuses less on what's needed and more on areas where we
think we have business strengths. (Why, for example, are we giving aid to develop geothermal power in
Saint Lucia?) Such a supply-driven approach to aid is worrying, not only because it brings the risk of more
aid being given to help ourselves in the first instance, but also because development is context specific, and
aid driven by what donors want to give rather than what is actually needed frequently brings white elephants
in its wake.

New Zealand's 2015/16 aid budget isn't all bad. An increase is better than a cut, and some unambiguously
worthy areas such as humanitarian aid are being boosted. And it is clear from work on New Zealand's soon
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to be released aid strategy that there is still some concern for good aid practice within the aid programme.
But New Zealand remains a long way short of being able to feel proud of its contribution to international
development.

Terence Wood is a Research Fellow at the Development Policy Centre. His PhD focused on Solomon
Islands electoral politics. Prior to study he worked for the New Zealand Government Aid Program.
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