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Where have all the evaluations gone?
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In 2006, when the Howard Government released its aid White Paper to guide the expansion of  the
Australian aid program from just over $2 billion to $4 billion by 2010, it announced the establishment within
AusAID of the Office of Development Effectiveness (ODE) to “to improve the effectiveness of Australia’s aid
program” and to  “monitor the quality and evaluate the impact of AusAID.”

In November 2009, as part of its review of the management of the expanding aid program, the Australian
National Audit Office commended AusAID on the establishment of the ODE, and gave a positive verdict on
its impact. The ANAO recommended that ODE publish a forward work plan of evaluations, and that
management responses be included in all evaluations. AusAID agreed to both recommendations.

Since then, however, ODE has gone awfully quiet. Only one evaluation has been published by ODE since
2009: the 2009 Annual Review of Development Effectiveness, released in November 2010, but actually
covering the 2008-09 fiscal year. (It didn’t contain a management response.)

Only one other 2010 report can be found on the ODE evaluation website (and none for 2011). This is an
input for the OECD review of the Paris Declaration, but is not an evaluation itself.  It is more an explanation
of recent trends and policies in the Australian aid program.

ODE has put up a workplan for 2011-12. This currently says we can expect soon to see a rush of evaluations
published, with an evaluation on civil society engagement due for completion in October 2011, evaluations
on the Philippines and rural development in November 2011, and an evaluation on the response to HIV/AIDS
in December.

Further inspection of the ODE website reveals that these evaluations have all been a long time in the
making. The civil society evaluation dates back to at least June 2009, while the rural development evaluation
was originally scheduled for release in May 2010. The HIV/AIDS report was intended to have been published
in December 2010. No detail is available on the Philippines evaluation, but the draft evaluation is quoted in
the April 2011 report of the  Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness, so it has obviously been around for a
while.

It is said that justice delayed is justice denied, and the same might be said for evaluations. Aid evaluations
are critical tools for promoting learning and accountability in what can often be an “out of sight, out of mind”
industry. The most common complaint about them, or perhaps evaluations in general, is that by the time they
are produced they are out of date, and that the world has since moved on. These particular ODE evaluations
were clearly not intended to be such long and drawn-out affairs (the ODE workplan now on the web has
been recently revised, with planned completion dates pushed back presumably on account of the delays in
getting the evaluations out). One can only speculate what the causes of delay have actually been, but their
effect is to undermine both the relevance and the credibility of the evaluations concerned.
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http://www.ausaid.gov.au/publications/pdf/whitepaper.pdf
http://www.anao.gov.au/~/media/Uploads/Documents/2009%2010_audit_report_15.pdf
http://www.ode.ausaid.gov.au/publications/documents/australiaUpdate-ParisEvaluationPhase2.pdf
http://www.ode.ausaid.gov.au/publications/evaluations-plan.html
http://www.ode.ausaid.gov.au/current_work/civil-society-engagement.html
http://www.ode.ausaid.gov.au/current_work/rural-development.html
http://www.ode.ausaid.gov.au/current_work/hiv-in-png.html%20
http://www.aidreview.gov.au/report/index.html


More and more official donors, bilateral and multilateral, are moving in the direction of independent
evaluation. The Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness, in which I participated, recommended that ODE’s
evaluations be subject to an Independent Evaluation Committee, which would ensure both quality control
and independence for the evaluations. By giving this Committee rather than AusAID responsibility for the
oversight of ODE’s evaluations, both independence and the prospects for timely release should be
enhanced. The Government has endorsed this recommendation, though the Committee has not yet been
announced.

It can only be described as worrying that the entity set up just a few years ago to monitor the quality of
Australia’s aid has only published a single evaluation since 2009, and that this, its last published evaluation,
refers to the year 2008-09, now almost two and a half years ago. The next round of scaling up of the aid
budget will be more challenging than the first. ODE should grow stronger over time, not weaker. The sooner
the Government follows through on establishing the Independent Evaluation Committee the better.

Stephen Howes is Director of the Development Policy Centre at the Crawford School of Economics and
Government, ANU.
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